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				“When I was coming up, it was a dangerous world. And we knew exactly who ‘they’ were. It was us versus them, and it was clear who them was. Today we’re not sure who the ‘they’ are but we know they’re there.”

				—George W. Bush

				“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.”

				—Hebrews 11:1

				“Almost every culture has developed a myth of a lost paradise from which men and women were ejected at the beginning of time. . . . This nostalgia informed the cult of ‘sacred geography,’ one of the oldest and most universal religious ideas.”

				—Karen Armstrong, The Case for God
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				Prologue

				A Moment of Opportunity

			

			
				We had arrived in Marrakech only hours before on the express train from Casablanca. The afternoon heat had been stifling, shops were shuttered, and Moroccans of the medina were sheltering themselves, as I had been, in fountain-cooled courtyards, shaded by crimson bougainvillea and branching oleanders. I had entered the 17th-century riad through a short cedar doorway protected from the evil eye by the hand of Fatima, a rabbit-hole-like transition from chaos and external influences to family and meditation (the hijab is but a fashion expression for this pivot from public to private).

				Now, it was evening, and from our sky perch, people and swallows awakened. Like Miro’s birds, swallows blotted the orange-red sky with black silhouettes. We were the highest terrace, only the Atlas Mountains and Marrakech’s venerated minarets stood taller. Those towers had now turned wine dark from their pinkish plaster facades of day. Joellen (my wife) and I sat with friends on Berber carpets, drinking Meknes cabernet and fig brandy, and smoking a hookah, all ears cocked. First a lone muezzin sounded in Arabic, and then another, followed by many more, until it became a chorus of tenor voices, the evening call to prayer, rolling across the medina and up the Atlas slopes like a comforting breeze. Beneath the majestic 12th-century Koutoubia Mosque, smoke clouded the twilight air. In the night food stalls of Djemma el-Fna, Marrakech’s main square and medieval theater, vendors fired up their grills. We would soon make our way there, taking in the pungent aromas and the fierce swarm of medina nightlife: snake charmers and Gnoui dancers, fez-spinning music men and fire-eaters, monkey handlers and henna girls, and storytellers and red-costumed water sellers. Stall number 20, cooking up sides of sardines, mashed aubergine, and fish brochettes, was our favorite, located just steps from the Argana café. Hauntingly, only two weeks before, the Argana had been percussion shocked and shredded from an al-Qaeda-inspired bombing that killed 16 people and wounded at least 20. Tourism was in tatters: not since the 2003 Casablanca bombings had Morocco fallen victim like this to the jihad jitters. Four days after the Argana bombing, U.S. Navy Seals killed Osama bin Laden in Abbottabad, Pakistan. It wasn’t the end of al-Qaeda (or the idea of it), but bin Laden’s death, coupled with the more temperate tone of the Arab Spring, has forced its cold-blooded adherents back into the primitive shadows where they belong.

				In the rising din of Marrakech nightlife, from the nearby Ali ben Youssef Mosque, the last voice of the evening prayers fell silent. We reveled in the theater of Djemma el-Fna.

				Since my last visit to the region, voices of discontent—infinitely more resonant and reality based than al-Qaeda’s scorched-earth nihilism—have been ratcheted up, in the streets and through social media. Not since the post–World War II decolonization of Africa and Asia has such a “great pageant of political progress” played out in the region. With the exception of Libya and Syria, in almost a dozen countries in North Africa and the Middle East autocrats and extremists are now in the crosshairs of grassroots reform and independence movements focused on nonviolent protest but compelled by a sudden break from decades of oppression and frustration. Political expression for young people in the Middle East and North Africa is now defined less by ideological hatred and more by a yearning for equity and jobs. One-third of the Arab world is between 15 and 29 years old. Morocco has a youth unemployment rate of 40 percent, while 40 percent of Egyptians live on less than two dollars a day. As President Barack Obama noted in his May 19 speech titled “A Moment of Opportunity,” if you take out oil exports, this region of over 400 million people exports roughly the same amount as Switzerland.

				For eight weeks I traveled the roads and rails of Morocco and Tunisia, listening to those voices and their hopes and fears; their struggles for women’s rights, equity, and justice; their stories about life under corrupt politicians; and their aspirations that passive resistance and civil disobedience campaigns were replacing jihadism. With the normalization of Islamic political parties, they now seem to be taking back religion and a culture hijacked so long ago by martyrs and extremists. After all, Ayman al-Zawahiri and Egypt’s Islamic Jihad couldn’t oust President Hosni Mubarak, but in a mere 18 days a people’s revolution of nonviolent protestors put their future into their own hands and did. Tunisia provided the first spark of the Arab Spring when the Jasmine Revolution took down President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali, a dictator of 23 years, in 28 days.

				Robin Wright, in her new book Rock the Casbah, describes the Arab Spring as the fourth in a series of pivotal turning points of the Middle East over a century: the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the formation of Turkey and the Arab states; the 1948 creation of Israel and displacement of Palestinians; and Iran’s Islamic revolution that codified fundamentalist dogma. The Arab Spring, it seems, is the swan song for the Ottoman legacy of despots—a transition of power from the old guard to a younger, more democratic-minded generation.

				Yet a virtual community of youth and street protests in Tunisia or Morocco are much different from a civil war in Libya or an armed revolt in Syria. “No revolution is executed like a ballet,” wrote Martin Luther King Jr. in his book Why We Can’t Wait. “Its steps and gestures are not neatly designed and precisely performed. In our movement the spontaneity of its pattern was particularly in evidence.” But what made the Middle East and North Africa so ripe for this revolutionary improvisation—the Arab Spring?
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				Introduction

				Terror in the Name of God

			

			
				As I was preparing to move from Arkansas to Kenya, I received a call from my mother, Joyce Wilson, shortly after nine o’clock on the morning of April 19, 1995. Her neighborhood in Oklahoma City had just been shaken by a seismic shock wave, from the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building. Perhaps by chance, it was the tenth anniversary of the siege by 300 federal agents of the Arkansas compound of The Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm of the Law, a racist, anti-Semitic group of Christian end-timers. My mother feared, as did I and others, including former CIA head James Woolsey and a spate of news agencies that hastened to hypothesize, that it was the handiwork of Islamic extremists. Our collective fears caused immediate blowback against Muslim Americans.

				In Oklahoma City, as the debris was cleared, 168 were dead, including 19 preschoolers who had just arrived at the Murrah building daycare center. Some 450 others were wounded. Like other victims of modern terrorism, their only crime was to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

				Timothy McVeigh, a 27-year-old, transient meth-head and Gulf War vet was arrested for the most deadly terrorist act ever committed in the United States (until September 11). The television images of the devastation reminded us all more of Beirut than the middle of America. In the days that followed, everyone asked how it could happen here.

				McVeigh, they say, was inspired by The Turner Diaries, a racist, Jew-hating manifesto written by a white supremacist that, among other things, served as a how-to manual for radiological, nuclear, and chemical and biological weapons. The diaries were a second bible for adherents of Identity Christianity. Believers see “Anglo-Saxons as the ‘true Israel,’ America as a sacred land, and the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution as a God-inspired, Christian inheritance,” wrote Jessica Stern in Terror in the Name of God.

				Identity Christians expect to be present during the Apocalypse but first must “attack the Antichrist, who will become the leader of the world during the end-times,” Stern writes. “He will offer the people a false religion and a single world government. The strength of international institutions promoting world government, including the United Nations and the international banks, are indications that the Antichrist is already here, they believe.” Al-Qaeda would later describe the same institutions as tools of the “new crusades.”

				McVeigh was not “born again,” but at his trial it came out that he wanted to exact revenge on the federal government for what he saw as big brother overreach during the Branch Davidian siege in Waco, Texas. Christian, Jewish, and Muslim terrorists all think alike: they use religion to legitimize acts of violence; the end, they believe, always justifies the means. “Every single fundamentalist movement that I have studied in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam is rooted in profound fear,” wrote religious scholar Karen Armstrong. McVeigh had accomplished what all terrorists set out to do: instill fear and dread in the target population. But surely no one sees the fringe movements that Timothy McVeigh was aligned with as representative of America or Christianity.
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				The World Trade Center bombing of 1993 made it apparent there was, at least in certain countries and cultures, a rising hostility toward the United States. Even so, for me, the level of anger and agitation didn’t really crystallize until the midnineties, when I moved to Nairobi and, with events leading to events, got a foretaste of things to come. Sudan was one of the first places I traveled to from Nairobi, following my wife, who worked in partnership there with the Ministry of Health to reduce the practice of female genital mutilation.

				In 1989, field marshal Omar al-Bashir came to power in a military coup, joined at the hip with radical cleric Hassan al-Turabi, the leader of the National Islamic Front. Together they ousted the inept but democratically elected Sadiq al-Mahdi. Subsequently, the dictator and cleric set upon making Sudan the world headquarters for the ummah—the international body of Islamists. From Khartoum, they believed, ummah would spread to the rest of the world.

				Al-Bashir acted swiftly to ban political parties, dissolve parliament, quash the press, and impose the laws of Sharia. He made a public display of emptying into the Nile River all the alcohol from bars, hotels, and homes. Drawn by the promise of a rising Islamic state, in 1992 Osama bin Laden, who had been living in Pakistan and Afghanistan, arrived in Khartoum. He brought along 4 wives, 17 children, a stable of Arabian horses, and bulldozers. Bin Laden promised the people of Sudan an airport at Port Sudan and a 200-mile road in the eastern desert. Al-Bashir and al-Turabi welcomed him with open arms.

				Bin Laden settled in on Mek Nimr Street, across from the Ministry of Islamic Affairs, and near the Acropole Hotel, where Joellen and I often stayed. There, between breeding and riding horses on his farm, and going to the racetrack, bin Laden held a jirga, a tribal-like assembly, of 50 or more Arab fundamentalists every afternoon. Each evening, bin Laden would slaughter a lamb for these rising jihadists, one of whom would have been Ayman al-Zawahiri, whom bin Laden had befriended in Peshawar, Pakistan.

				By April of 1996, the U.S. State Department had placed Sudan on the list of state sponsors of terror. The American embassy in Khartoum had shut its doors, withdrawing staff to Nairobi. Feeling the U.S. pressure over harboring international terrorists, President al-Bashir ordered the expulsion of bin Laden and al-Zawahiri, who had just attempted to assassinate President Hosni Mubarak of Egypt.1

				As Americans coming and going to Sudan, our being harassed by police and military at the airport was business as usual—heavy on the alcohol searches, always last in and last out. But these slights, unless we were with my wife’s colleagues, also happened often in Khartoum. The tension was ratcheted up every Friday after the noon prayer, when mobs of Arabs and Sudanese, wearing djellabas and turbans, would circle the Acropole, chanting and brandishing hate America signs. The first time I heard the annoying commotion I was having lunch with an Australian agricultural aid worker, who spoke Arabic. I remember being taken aback when I found out what the jihadists, a word barely familiar to me at the time, were saying: “Death to America.” “But don’t worry,” my companion said. “They will be finished in another hour.”
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				The next year, 1997, marked my first trip to Egypt, where Joellen and I spent a couple of weeks before traveling across the Gulf of Aqaba to Jordan and Israel. While in Luxor, by pure chance we learned of an international performance of Aida, Verdi’s opera of ancient Egypt. It was the 125th anniversary of its world premiere, which had been commissioned by Ismail Pasha in celebration of the opening of the Suez Canal. The stakes were high for Egypt: tourism drives their economy, their main source of hard currency. Suzanne Mubarak, the president’s wife, sponsored the event and attended the first night with her husband.

				Meantime, Ayman al-Zawahiri, who had by now become stateless and fled to Afghanistan, saw the Aida performance as an opportunity to decimate Egypt’s tourist industry. The Islamic Group, one of the terrorist organizations with which al-Zawahiri was associated, saw tourism as responsible for introducing “alien customs and morals which offend Islam.”

				Al-Zawahiri had come by his radicalism from the writings of Sayyid Qutb, some say the most influential ideologue the “Islamic revival” has produced. Oddly enough it was an exchange program in the late ’40s to the University of Northern Colorado in Greeley, a town meant to be a utopia of family values, that inspired Qutb’s extremism. Couples dancing at the college socials, he thought, lacked appropriate modesty, and sexual desire was far too apparent. Nearby Garden City was full of liquor stores and bars, where, to Qutb’s dismay, students often quenched their thirst. At the time, the America he saw and the self-image of Americans were substantially different. But that gap narrowed, among many Americans, a few decades later when the same behavior that disgusted Qutb became the target of a fundamentalist Christian movement that has swept the United States.

				Qutb’s American experience set off an anger that led him to become the voice of the Muslim Brotherhood, an Islamic fundamentalist organization that would spawn Fatah, Hamas, al-Qaeda, the Islamic Group, and dozens of others like them. Imprisoned and executed in the ’60s by Gamal Nasser while blaming America and the West for the oppression of Muslims, the martyred Qutb is bin Laden and al-Zawahiri’s ideological godfather.

				That day in Luxor, due to a recent attack on German tourists in front of the Cairo Museum, there had been cancellations for Aida, which meant there were extra tickets. Joellen and I bought a couple of scalped ones at our hotel for the final night. Security was heavy: a brigade of 3,000 police and military spread over Luxor. A special pontoon bridge was built across the Nile to handle the heavy traffic. The route to Hapshepsut’s Temple, where the opera was held, was lined with flags and fairy lights and military types in full dress. They stood at attention with that upward-canted, dead-fish-hand salute they do in that part of the world.

				Deterred by the massive security, a terrorist attack was averted that week, which would prove to be the luck of the draw for Aida attendees. Less than three weeks later, though, six men dressed in black with red headbands, symbolic of the Islamic Group, came over the mountain and entered Hapshepsut’s Temple. There was no security to turn them back. Before the massacre was over, 58 foreigners and 4 Egyptians perished. Many bodies were mutilated, while others were shot multiple times in the head at close range. Women, children, and honeymooners—no one was spared in the 45 minutes of uninterrupted slaughter. When the police arrived, the fleeing attackers were either killed or committed suicide in a nearby cave. No survivors; gone to paradise.

				A Swiss investigation determined that al-Zawahiri had planned the massacre and bin Laden had financed it. Egypt was in a state of shock, as were friends of ours who arrived a few days later to an empty, bloodstained temple, the cleanup still ongoing. In Egypt during the ’90s, all told over 1,200 people were killed in terrorist attacks. The nexus of a sock hop in Greeley, Colorado, and this kind of carnage is mind-boggling, if not an inscrutable chapter in modern chaos theory.
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				We moved from Nairobi to Hanoi in late August of 1998, but not before the Dar es Salaam and Nairobi embassy bombings. The attacks were the first documented that were al-Qaeda sponsored. Joellen and I were in Madagascar on August 7, the day of the bombings and the eighth anniversary of the arrival of American troops in Saudi Arabia. We returned to Nairobi a few days later with the rubble still smoking.

				Joellen had lived there six years and I for more than two; we had both been on numerous occasions to the American embassy on Moi Avenue. While 12 Americans paid the price in the Nairobi embassy, it was innocent Africans who suffered most: over 200 Kenyans were murdered and 4,500 injured, overloading Nairobi’s hospitals for weeks. Ordinary Kenyans blamed America as much as they did the Islamic terrorists—as allies they were caught in the middle. Years later, residents of London and Madrid would feel the same when their cities fell under attack.

				Gathering with friends on our last nights in Nairobi, we listened to their separate accounts of victims and vaporized bodies: “No bones, no shirts, no hair, no burial,” said a psychiatrist friend who counseled victims’ families. A lawyer friend working in a downtown firm described the sonic boom that collapsed buildings and blew broken glass for blocks. “Plumes of smoke rose in the air, and shredded paper fell like confetti for half a mile,” he said. We talked about why they hated us and of the vulnerability of American embassies worldwide. Bin Laden would later say he wanted to give Americans a dose of what we had been dishing out to Muslims. Yet we all knew, and he and al-Zawahiri must have known, that the retaliation would be swift and substantial.

				“But that, as it turned out, was exactly the point,” wrote Lawrence Wright. “Bin Laden wanted to lure the United States into Afghanistan, which was already being called the graveyard of empires. The usual object of terror is to draw one’s opponent into repressive blunders, and bin Laden caught America at a vulnerable and unfortunate moment in its history.”
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				According to instruction manuals left behind, the 19 hijackers who attacked New York and Washington on 9/11 were exhorted to shave their body hair the night before. “Purify your head,” it said. “Cleanse it from dross. . . . Be cheerful, for you have only moments between you and your eternity, after which a happy and satisfying life begins.”

				The manual is a chilling window into the extreme psychological state the 19 terrorists must have shared in the hours leading up to the worst terrorist act in U.S. history. “Keep a very open mind, keep a very open heart of what you are to face,” the documents say. “You will be entering paradise. You will be entering the happiest life, everlasting life.”

				The day the twin towers fell, I had been living in Hanoi, Vietnam, for three years. Although it was obvious bin Laden was the mastermind and going after him in Afghanistan was a no-brainer, the saber rattling about Iraq and Saddam’s weapons of mass destruction took hold, paving the way not just for an invasion of Iraq but also for wiretapping, expanded suspension of the writ of habeas corpus, the abrogation of the Geneva Convention on torture, and the USA Patriot Act. Within weeks, the global goodwill for the United States from the carnage of 9/11 had been extinguished. Fear seized the moment in America: gun, gas mask, and burglar alarm sales skyrocketed along with Disney World cancellations. Paraphrasing James Traub, Bush’s “Freedom Agenda,” the post-9/11 Bush doctrine, was the latest restatement of the idea that Providence had chosen America to ensure liberty for all. The vast majority of the country, including the media, followed Bush’s lead like sheep. All told, as reported by the Center for Public Integrity, in the two years following September 11, President Bush and administration officials made 532 false statements about weapons of mass destruction in a campaign that successfully galvanized fear and, thus, American public opinion.
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				Almost four years later, in the summer of 2005, my wife and I moved back to the States. Joellen traveled ahead of me and began a new job in Boston, while I returned to the States by freighter. It was goodbye to my tropical togs of sandals and T-shirts and hello to L.L. Bean and a Red Sox hat. Rather than flying, I chose to take the slow boat, to take measure of every degree of longitude and latitude between Bangkok and Beantown. As with many returning expatriates, an inner voice had been playing a familiar message: “You can’t go home again.” Perhaps out of caution, which is not my first instinct when traveling or otherwise, I felt the need to acclimate, as one does when going to extreme altitudes. In my decade abroad, friends, family, politicians, and policies had been shuffled and reshuffled until so many of the familiar hole cards were turned upside down, reversed, or replaced by jokers. States were now divided among red and blue, foreign nations were either with us or against us, and many of those with us were leaning toward the latter.

				After three-plus weeks on the freighter, which left from Port Kelang, Malaysia, with three stops in China, one in Taiwan, and another in South Korea, we entered the Santa Barbara Channel, a postcard visage of California sunshine, shimmering blue waters, and rugged islands. The baked-earth-colored Sierra Madre drew closer by the second. Gulls gathered in our wake, pelicans streamed by, and flocks of ducks lighted in the clear water of the Channel Island littorals; schooners and light craft tacked the cobalt sea, and the foghorns of working boats blew. Santa Barbara, where I had shared a house on Cota Street in 1972 with a couple of naval-academy-turned-anti-war guys and their girlfriends, came into view.

				I never thought returning to America could feel so right, its familiar beauty slapping me silly, fond memories flushing through me like a numbing truth serum, and the warmth of its bosom welcoming me in. The German master came by barking about something, but even his surliness couldn’t dash my good feelings. The channel felt like a processional way, and it seemed that all surrounding us was there for this one triumphal moment. Then, Los Angeles came into view, ringed in a rust-colored cloud; the city’s linear shapes blurred in a sepia fade. The pilot boat arrived. My cell phone beeped; we were in range. The voices of family and friends, even their recordings, played in my head like a soaring melody.

				In minutes my passport was stamped, bags were inspected, and I was gleefully sprinting down the gangway—the 10,000-mile sea journey and ten years abroad was over. A 40-something, blinged-out black guy with gold necklaces, bracelets, and earrings, who talked with my southern accent and said he was originally from New Orleans, gave me a golf cart ride to the gate. He dropped me beneath a lone streetlight to wait for a taxi and said, “Welcome home, man.”
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				The Red Sox hat fit just fine, but sitting still during my first year in Boston struck me as an awful lot like being sent down to the minors during the World Series. While I kept hearing about the bounty of Bush’s Freedom Agenda, my gut told me that as an expatriate and traveler I had learned more about America from foreign shores than ever I would have while living in the United States. With every year spent overseas, the moorings of my Yankee egoism had loosened a few more links, until I became more than marginally conscious of the rest of the world. Among other things, that decade abroad revealed that Timothy McVeigh, Mohammed Atta, the end-timers, and the war wizards all too often, by projecting their fears and faith on the rest of us, set forth a black-and-white worldview, one that says you are either for or against us, kill or be killed, paradise or eternal hell. Given those false choices and the nightly streaming U.S. news videos of one-size-fits-all Muslims in an underdeveloped, war-torn region, I felt a welling sense of urgency to go and savor and suffer the living history and cultures of Arabs, Turks, Kurds, Jews, Persians, Armenians, Berbers, and Bedouins, to breathe their air and behold their sacred monuments and to take measure of America’s footprint in a 21st-century Middle East.

				
					
						1. Although the State Department denies it, there is evidence that Sudan offered to hand bin Laden over to the United States at this time.
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				Wars of Choice

			

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One
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				Be Nice to Americans

			

			
				“You are not going to like this news,” predicted my wife as she woke me before dawn. Israel had bombed the Beirut airport, a response to Hezbollah border attacks and the capture of two Israeli soldiers a few days before. My wife was right: I was scheduled to leave for Beirut in three days with a friend, Mark McDonald, a foreign correspondent, for a month-long pleasure trip to Lebanon and Syria.

				For two months Mark and I had talked up the day when we would tramp through the crusader castles and classical ruins that overlay the fabled Phoenician cities of Byblos and Tyre. Exploring temples, shrines, mosques, churches, and belief systems then and now—how better to understand a country’s people and attitudes than to look at the icons of their past? Maybe we would venture a mountain trek among the medieval monasteries of Bcharre, shadowed by the Holy Cedars of Lebanon, the timbers used to construct old Solomon’s temple so long ago. Or we could wander about the rocky, Mediterranean beach enclaves of Beirut and the upscale shops and cafés of the rehabilitated Solidere district, where Maronite Christians and modernized Muslims promenade in peaceful coexistence. It was these fresh shoots of the Cedar Revolution—as Lebanon’s fragile new democracy was heralded—that our imaginations had set upon to sense and apprehend.

				Now it was stranger than fiction as I watched the live news accounts of Beirut’s Rafik Hariri International Airport up in a ball of flames, missiles still thundering into its runway, and hundreds of thousands of refugees fleeing Israel’s collective retribution. “This is World War III,” proclaimed Newt Gingrich, while Condoleezza Rice called the bombing the “birth pangs of a better Middle East” and the White House proclaimed their desire for peace and a ceasefire as they expedited shipments of precision missiles to Israel.

				In stark contrast were the urgent dispatches from David Holdridge, a friend from Hanoi now based in Beirut as the Middle East director of Mercy Corps, and others on the ground. Their first concerns were of impoverished Shia refugees flooding the Sunni and Christian neighborhoods of Beirut, while even greater waves of Shia fled to the mountains, in a predetermined evacuation plan. David was at those camps within days, providing food packages, hygiene kits, and mattresses. For this 34-day war, mercifully, it was these acts of charity, coupled with the forbearance of the many confessional groups of Lebanon, that helped avert another sectarian civil war.

				Inexorably, our Middle East pleasure trip was being drawn as a fool’s errand. If I had been optimistic about a revitalized, secure Lebanon, with 1.5 million foreign tourists expected in 2006, the pundits, politicians, and intelligence community, from Jerusalem to the Joint Chiefs, were asleep at the switch. With Iran and Syria seeding Hezbollah, the words of one Beirut observer from the ’80s had become a Middle East dictum: whenever a cloud gathers in the Arab world, it rains in Beirut.

				As the Israeli air-land-sea blockade of Lebanon took hold, Mark improvised and turned south to Mississippi to explore the Blues scene as an idea for a book. As he exited the Memphis airport, he rear-ended an eighteen-wheeler, totaled his rental car, and suffered a neck injury.

				Reading the tea leaves, I rerouted to Istanbul, and made my way by bus to Syria, whose embassies in Sudan and Jordan had refused me visas in the late ’90s simply because I was American. That was not my worry now. My passport was stamped.
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				A week later, trundling down the tortuous roads of the Amanus Mountains—the Syrian Gates of Alexander the Great’s time, Cilicia, giving way to the Orontes Valley—and with darkness sighing into dawn, my bus arrived in Antakya, the biblical city of Antioch. Thumping arabesque music, hissing brakes, grinding gears, foul smells, and shuffling bodies made for a restless ride that night. The modest elderly Muslim woman who sat next to me, soberly dressed in a traditional chador, alert and upright lest there be an inadvertent touch, was replaced by a twenty-something man sporting an evil eye T-shirt, who used my back as a pillow to bury his moist, bearded face. In this ancient holy land where God is feared more than anywhere, the evil eye talisman is common.

				As my seatmate roused, embarrassed by his trespass, he introduced himself as Ruditz. The bus steward splashed us both with eau de cologne. Once fully woken, I recognized Ruditz from the day before at the bus station in Bodrum, a package-tour mecca for Europeans. He had been vacationing with his cheeky Muslim girlfriend. Her form-fitting miniskirt and navel ring had caught my attention.

				Turkey was being mentioned as a key player in the much-discussed UN peacekeeping force in southern Lebanon, not least because they were moderate Muslims with diplomatic relations with Israel (becoming more outspokenly pro-Palestinian by the day). Not forgotten in this cultural calculus was the Armenian genocide in Turkey a century ago. Many of the survivors resettled in Lebanon and Syria. And in the Middle East, as we know, memories are like vast minefields, lying in wait, marking people’s wrong steps.

				After suggesting to Ruditz that he might be Lebanon-bound, out of earshot of his Muslim countrymen he confided, “I am a Christian. Maybe they won’t take me.” We both laughed, knowing that Christians, who are thinning out around here, are the first to go to the front lines in the Turkish army.

				Streams of condensate rolled down the windows as I stepped out into the crisp air and swarm of morning arrivals and departures. While retrieving my rucksack from the heap in the baggage hold, a middle-aged stowaway came to life in a hasty yawn. Holding forth in the distance, a golden halo traced the ashen ridgelines of Mt. Staurin (Mountain of the Cross). It was here, they say, that almost 2,000 years ago a new cult, composed of Jews and pagans, congregated in a limestone grotto to listen to strangers, such as Peter and Paul, tell a miracle story. As the converts multiplied, Aramaic-speaking locals branded them “Christians,” lineal ancestors to Ruditz.
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				Antioch, a former Silk Road entrepôt on the banks of the fabled Orontes, has been a revolving door through which the world’s great civilizations and invading armies have passed: Greek, Persian, Roman, Byzantine, Arab, crusader, Mamluk, Ottoman, French, and Syrian. Now, in the stifling summer heat, the river is a silent ribbon of sludge and refuse, with Sunnis on one side and Alawites on the other.

				Yet in 1097, when the thundering hooves of the 50,000-strong army of the First Crusade arrived, Antioch was a teeming river port. Its ancient Church of St. Peter had been converted to a mosque, the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem was in Muslim hands, and Christian pilgrims were being harassed across the Holy Land. The crusaders were called to arms by Pope Urban and led to battle by Count Bohemund of Taranto. Their first clash was cultural, in Constantinople (Istanbul), where the crusaders were as dismayed by the Greek Byzantines’ choice of diplomacy with the Muslim Turks as the Greeks were disgusted with the crusaders’ clamor about the holiness of war.

				Exhilarated by victory over the Muslim Turks at Nicaea, the crusaders’ arrival on the outskirts of Antioch must have seemed auspicious. The crusaders’ food supplies, however, were not to last the winter; their Cluniac vision of a pilgrimage, where rich succor the poor, became their worst nightmare. At least half the army starved to death, eating horses, camels, dogs, and rats before perishing. According to several accounts, the poorest fed on animal hides and grain seeds found in manure. The wealthy and powerful equestrian knights were reduced to riding donkeys, scavenging like the rest.

				By the time this withered army of Frankish firebrands laid siege to Antioch, steeping the streets in Muslim corpses and chaos, their struggle with death and deprivation had transformed them. Wearing crosses boldly stitched across their tunics, they had become God’s new chosen people. “Deus hoc vult!” (God wills it), they exulted, while marching on to Jerusalem, where they soaked the streets in the blood of 30,000 Jews and Muslims. “The Crusader’s God was an idol; they had foisted their own fear and loathing of these rival faiths onto a deity they had created in their own likeness and thus given themselves a sacred seal of absolute approval,” wrote Karen Armstrong in The Case for God. “Crusading made anti-Semitism an incurable disease in Europe and would indelibly scar relations between Islam and the West.”

				Time—as history along the Orontes tells us—moves on. Antioch became a Latin principality, which survived for almost two centuries. When the Ottoman Empire collapsed after World War I, like the Byzantines a millennium before, religious tolerance in its dominions fell in tandem, spurring an exodus of minorities, Muslim and non-Muslim. According to John Moschos, an itinerant monk of the late 6th century, Antioch the Great in Syria boasted a Christian population of over 100,000. Today, this medieval home of the great patriarchs has fewer than 200 Christian families.
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				As the only passenger in the dolmus, a minibus taxi, I crossed the desiccated Orontes to the old town of Ottoman-era homes and mosques. Nearby is the covered Antioch bazaar, where Arabic is as common as Turkish. Beyond, overlooking the Syrian highway, the cool confines of St. Peter’s Cave, the oldest of all churches, had sheltered me from the scorching heat the day before. Beneath a statue of St. Peter, placed there by crusaders eight centuries before, Christian and Muslim pilgrims shared the holy water dribbling from the cave walls.

				Historical Antioch and its sun-bleached escarps, once forested with column-bound stylites, the rage of 6th-century Christian ascetics, were in the rearview mirror. We drove by green fields of cotton and corn, shielded by windbreaks of poplars and cedars. Timelessly, big-eared sheep grazed in the stubble of freshly cut wheat fields. Shepherd boys, wrapped like mummies, giving no flesh to the blistering sun or blasts of wind, rode atop donkeys. Soon this agrarian frontier turned to concertina-wired fences, forlorn guard towers, and from there a mile-long queue of trucks. We were at Bab el Hawa, Gate of the Wind.1

				Falling in line amidst a fog of exhaust fumes, pastoral reverie gave way to anarchic pestering: truckers lashed out at us for our attempts to pass; money changers swarmed like flies; the odd pedestrian cadged cigarettes; and a robed young woman laid her ample breasts over my forearm, which was resting on the door window. Lizard swift, she scooped up my water bottle, gulped a drink, and thrust her calloused palms in my face for food and money—a prostitute for the truckers, perhaps.

				Protestations and flurries of hand signals followed us as the dolmus driver throttled it in the narrow gap between trucks. He swept by the Turkish checkpoint, which we cleared as one exits a paid parking lot: a stamp and cheerio.

				On the Syrian side, the driver and border police conferred aloud in Arabic, bandying “American” back and forth as if exchanging a radioactive glob. Or was it preferential treatment? There it may be one and the same as an introduction to the mukhabarat, the Syrian secret police. As it turns out, the Syrian officials were demanding baksheesh. With my American passport in their hands, like an ATM card signaling easy wherewithal, the driver was obliged to pay.

				In the customs building, below a pious portrait of dictator Bashar al-Assad, a greeting sign read: “My Dear Traveller; If you face any trouble please contact the responsible officer . . . Welcome.”

				Bashar was a promising ophthalmologist in London before his brother Basil was killed in a high-speed, one-man car wreck, and their father, President Hafez al-Assad, whisked him away to command an anticorruption task force. Riding the officially proclaimed success of that call to service, upon his father’s death, a grieving parliament rewrote the constitution to catapult Bashar, at age 34, to the presidency. As the president-in-waiting he married London friend Asma Arras, a British-born Sunni of Syrian descent and a rising star in mergers and acquisitions at JP Morgan.

				The customs office portrait was a modest introduction to the Soviet-style hagiography adopted by Hafez al-Assad, who anointed himself with such honorifics as Father-Leader, Struggler, and Commander of the Nation. Father and son portraits would appear everywhere—billboards, taxi windows, shop fronts, and kitchen walls—often joined by images of deceased son Basil. Revered in Syria as a cultish, James Bond figure, he is often portrayed in aviator shades and a close-cropped beard—a symbol for coming generations. It is said that, if the secret police aren’t watching, then the al-Assads are: the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.

				As for Bashar, he has been faithful to the legacy of his father, to his relatives who have built an empire from inside deals, to his country, and, ironically, to biblical history (from 1 Kings 11: “He was an adversary to Israel . . . and he abhorred Israel, and reigned over Syria”). Modern Syria is mirrored in the heavy-handed and inept policies of father and son.

				[image: minion_v.tif]

				The stony hills of Syria shimmered white like a bed of well-heated coals. Olive groves spread in a monochromatic blaze across the parched plains. Dusty fields were dotted with the burlap tents of the Bedu, the forbears of all things Arabic. These days, these ancient nomads are often a source of cheap migrant labor in the Middle East. They live in slum-like encampments that skirt rural villages in the way salt-of-the-earth Americans find themselves in trailer parks. The Bedu, a people once timelessly woven in a desert setting, have been diminished from the ideal of pastoral greatness.

				In these hardscrabble villages, shop signs of Arabic curlicues replaced Latinized Turkish. Windswept huts were crowned with satellite dishes, informing the world’s fellaheen (peasants) with real-time news. Bearded men in djellabas and keffiyehs and women in black chadors far outnumbered the secular dress of the Turks. A hazy skyline of modern buildings came into view. Apparent as this cultural transition was, in no time a chamber of commerce billboard greeted us with the news: “Welcome to Aleppo, the Capital of Islamic Culture.”

				In the midnineties, Mohammed Atta, the leader of the 19 hijackers on September 11, lived in Aleppo, working on his master’s thesis in urban planning from a German university. He saw Aleppo as an example in the Middle East of modernity—from the new skyscrapers to Western culture—encroaching on the ancient Arab neighborhoods.

				Fiendishly hot, teeming traffic, and dust upon dust was Aleppo at a glance. The taxi driver drew to a stop in front of the Baron Hotel, where a statutory 50-foot banner of President Bashar al-Assad was draped across the second-floor balcony. Next door men abandoned themselves among tables of chessboards, sipping Turkish coffee. The owner daubed the dust from his slice of the street using a liter bottle of water.

				Nearby was a seedy complex of cinemas featuring American B movies, luring young men with promo posters of divas in thongs, stretching the strands of free speech in this country. Then again, one of the most popular TV shows in Syria and the Middle East is Superstar, a takeoff on American Idol, on which a Syrian woman recently won the title of runner-up.

				Across the street from the cinema, a popular falafel and doner kebab restaurant prominently displayed placards of Sheikh Hassan Nasrallah, the chief Hezbollah mullah. That these placards appeared everywhere in a matter of days after Israel bombed Lebanon should not have been a surprise. It wasn’t fundamentalism: Shias have no favored status in Syria, though their popularity is rapidly growing. This was political Islam.

				“Welcome, welcome,” said a table full of bearded men, who had assembled around the placards in a visage of patriarchal harmony. Filling the air of this Arab street were the smells of grilled meat and frying fava beans, the din of beeping taxis and men’s shouting voices. Waving them off, I imagined here a fuzzy line between reason and folly.

				[image: minion_v.tif]

				The Mazloumian family owns the Baron Hotel. Their ancestors fled here during the Armenian genocide in Turkey. Hundreds of thousands of Armenians perished nearby in the Aleppo Desert. At the time, Aleppo, a melting pot of commerce and confessions, was also a jumping-off point for Edwardian travelers and their steamer trunks going east on the Orient Express. The Baron was their preferred resting place; it was away from the souk and Great Mosque, rural in ambiance, with surrounding gardens and canals. From its balconies hotel patrons are said to have shot down migrating ducks.

				Agatha Christie wrote tracts of Murder on the Orient Express here, but T. E. Lawrence was their most famous parlor patron. Lawrence’s unpaid bill, dated June 8, 1914, is encased in a glass shelf in the Baron’s television room, from which the Qatar-based Al Jazeera channel now blares the message of a new Arab revolt, political Islam (not to be confused with extremism in the name of Islam). There were no subtitles, but with frequent mugs of enemy number one—Bush—the message of the Western-attired readers and reporters was understandable. A mere 20 years ago the vast majority of the developing world had no access to global news. Now, we live in the age of information, and America’s actions, good or bad, are broadcast on the world stage literally within seconds of occurring—and without American spin.

				Walid Malah, the Baron’s in-house fixer, minder, and travel agent, sat hypnotized in front of the TV among ten empty, smallish marquetry thrones. Modernity aside, it was this feel of vacancy and melancholy about the Baron that enhanced the sense of being thrown back in time.

				Hearing my footsteps, Walid startled to his feet, instantly effusive. His bulging red cheeks and brush moustache framed a broad, toothy smile. His overfed belly spilled through his open shirttail. He was hungry for business, deferential beyond cultural custom: “Welcome, welcome,” he punctuated each sentence.

				Off the pages of a Dostoevsky novel, behind the desk I found a gloomy, henna-haired woman of pugnacious temperament and looks. Barely tall enough to see over the counter, she fetched a stool to reach the wooden mail slots, once used in Lawrence’s time for resident guests. As a uniform, or possibly a fashion statement, she wore a black dress and white blouse, matching her dark-edged eyes and spectral skin.

				Next to her sat the Armenian proprietor, “corpulent and clean shaven, respectable like a city official,” laboring over a desk full of two-inch-thick ledgers. He never looked up while she slavishly handled the desk, as she had for 40 years. Thumbing my passport, the diminutive desk clerk blurted, “We haven’t seen any Americans lately. How many nights?”

				“Depends on how much the room is.”

				“Go look at the rooms with the boy and come back,” she said, while summoning the youngish man known as boy. “If you like it, it’s 40 dollars.”

				Comfortably cheerless, Room 201 gave way to a balcony that overlooked the cacophonous street, Sharia al-Baron. Except for the mattresses and sheets, little had changed in the room since Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the modernizing father of Turkey, roosted there 80 years ago. Remembrances of those days—black-and-white photos of Atatürk donning a fez, sitting atop a camel, and dressed in a tux with his new bride—stared down from the room’s imposing walls of peeling plaster. That the adornments seemed to evoke an age of imperial innocence was a passing thought, given the historic bloodlettings between Turks and Armenians, and Ottomans and Arabs.

				“Welcome, welcome,” Walid greeted me in the downstairs bar, which was crowded with clubby leather chairs. The paint-chipped shutters were flung open to the street. Four Italians perched at the altar-like bar, jabbering above the street noise and drinking Al-Charks, an Aleppo-brewed beer. A Rube Goldberg air conditioner the size of a deep freeze teetered on a small bar table, blowing frosty air in our faces and on out the window.

				Over tea and a bag of pistachios, Walid—with a cell phone, a son who drives, a friend who rents cars, and an address book of every guesthouse from here to Damascus—began negotiating the cost of my travels in Syria. The bar was his office. There would be no invoice, only cash and a handshake. All business, his expression betrayed nothing.

				On more than one occasion during our parley, the “Syrian tongue”—as the ancient Egyptians characterized the indigenes’ penchant for changing the deal—seemed also to be a modern truth. Once in some stage of agreement, Walid shifted the conversation to security issues.

				“It is okay for Americans to travel in Syria. There is no problem. I take one last week to the Iraq border.”

				“So should I tell people I am from Canada?”

				“If you like, but it’s okay not to. It’s that crazy Bush who is a problem. We are not a ‘rogue nation,’ as he says. Besides, the government tells everyone to welcome Americans.”

				I had heard of the Syrian government mandate to “be nice to Americans.” A friend told me of a local bumper sticker: “Don’t buy American goods but it’s okay to talk to Americans.”
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				Late that afternoon, near sunset prayer time (maghrib), Walid accompanied me to the Great Mosque. We had settled on the money so he was ecstatic as we approached the mosque that was constructed in 710 CE, only ten years after the fabled Ummayad Mosque in Damascus—both eloquent testament to the deep religiosity that long ago transformed the Arab world.

				In school-of-fish unison, emerging from the street, braces of men holding hands or hooking arms entered the north gate of the Great Mosque. Clusters of women arrived separately, their heads cowled and bodies cassocked, absent as nuns among these men, avoiding too much worldly interaction; but a far cry from the hushed congregants gathering in the sanctuary of a church. The open architecture gave way to a hubbub of walking, talking, praying, tea and coffee drinking, fraternizing, and faith in delicate balance.

				The sky-blue and beige-tiled courtyard still sizzled from the broiling heat. A steady stream of the prayerful padded barefoot to the ablutions fountains at one end. In the opposite direction, the 1,000-year-old minaret loomed like Damocles’ sword in an earthquake-inflicted lean. Nearby, in the shaded colonnades, older men—dressed uniformly, in white cotton gowns and matching prayer caps—slouched in plastic chairs in their Sufi trances, drunk on the suras being chanted, like Tibetans entranced by the mantra of mani padma om!

				“No matter how many times we hear the call, it still gives us the creeps,” an Australian couple complained to me back in Ephesus, Turkey. The pub-crawling duo was naive, but they were not Muslim-haters. The sinister valence they describe comes from decades of Western news producers, when reporting violence in Muslim countries, setting up their stories with a shot of the mosque and a soundtrack of the call to prayer. The Aussies’ revulsion was as subliminally inspired as the thirst for a Coca-Cola in the movies was once induced with an ad agent’s subtle flash of the drink image on the screen.

				We uninitiated, indeed, don’t appreciate the tonal beauty of Arabic, a language with an impressive pre-Islamic poetic tradition. Like Hebrew, Arabic is a sacred language, God’s own spoken words.

				“The Koran was not meant for private perusal but for liturgical recitations,” said religious scholar Karen Armstrong. “When Muslims hear a sura chanted in the mosque, they are reminded of all the central tenets of their faith.” Such rituals of transcendence—“non-empirical realities” that give meaning to the faithful—are universal in religion.

				Inside this ancient prayer hall, a scoreboard-sized digital clock told the prayer times; otherwise the place held a timeless ambiance. This great room of Italian marble columns and crystal chandeliers was devoid of furniture but patchworked in colorful carpets of every design, on which bearded Sufis prostrated in meditation. More men were scattered around the mihrab—the marble niche in the wall that indicates the direction of Mecca—touching their heads to the floor in prayer. Separately, women circled the glittering tomb of Zacharias, the father of John the Baptist, a holy figure to Muslims. In the 9th century, Muslims began collecting and enshrining the body parts of saints from here to India. They say only Zacharias’s head is entombed here, but like many shrines in the Holy Land, this is surely more religious allegory than reality. It is of these not-so-animated shrines that Sunni revivalists and Wahabist influencers of al-Qaeda condemn the veneration. Meantime, pilgrims’ cameras flashed, capturing these shrines-as-idolatrous-images for posterity. (The Jewish religion does not allow graven images in their synagogues either.)

				Walid led me out of the sacred halls through an imposing wooden door, and a medieval passageway, into the free-for-all bustle of the Ottoman-era souk. The hive-like hum of shoppers and the assault of pungent smells drew me in like a floating cork in the crowd’s slipstream. Soon the call to prayer sounded. The praises of Allah rang forth. The souk emptied, shops were abandoned, and there were no more whispers of “mister, mister.” A religious neutron bomb had gone off. We departed.
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				That evening, a few blocks from the Baron, I found an ice cream and pastry shop filled with young couples, men in snappy civvies and women in colorful hijabs. The Internet café on the second floor was all men, mostly student age, and no foreigners. The computer I was assigned was still fresh with porno images.

				By choice, I read the news of the war in Lebanon: Ambulance bombed by the Israelis, killing women and children. Bush and Blair were in week 2 of their alternate reality: peace soon, but not now, they chorused across the Atlantic. Hoping to find Skype, I approached the cashier who didn’t understand my patois of basso baby talk and hand gestures.

				From across the room, a local man, who said he was living in Saudi Arabia, spoke up. “Where are you from?”

				Again, hesitantly, I squeaked out, “America.”

				An uncomfortable silence followed. Then, head by head, the room full of men turned to apprehend the elephant in the room, giving me the hairy eye. Wars and sanctions aside, that Syria was being referred to by Washington as a “junior varsity axis of evil” was not going over well here, nor was Bush’s irresponsible use of the term “crusade” to describe the War on Terror, perceived in the Middle East as a war on Muslims.

				“We like Americans,” the man said, smiling, “but not George Bush. He has caused us much hardship.” His face was no longer friendly but twisted in revulsion.

				“I know,” I told him, “but I didn’t vote for him.”

				He didn’t respond, unfazed by the finer points of democracy. All Americans, by extension, were to blame for Bush.

				The anonymity one enjoys in travel, shedding the stereotypes of one’s own culture to learn another, was threatened here. So, rather than falling into the trap of being the American agent provocateur again, it was time to identify myself as Canadian. Unknowingly, I would be practicing the ancient Shia artifice of taqiyya—dissembling about my identity.
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				Friday morning, the Muslim holiday (Jumu’ah), when all men must congregate for prayer in the mosque, Walid’s son Mohammed picked me up at the Baron. His ride was a 1980, two-toned Opel, royal blue, and trimmed out in rust. His belly, from which jolliness seemed to rise to his smiling, chubby face, pressed against the steering wheel.

				Soon we were circling Aleppo’s polestar, the citadel, which was clouded in the dust of a fleet of dozers, dredging the Byzantine moat. It looked like a working quarry, but as the air partly cleared, a dusty daguerreotype of crenellated ramparts, bridges, and apparitional figures in black robes came to life.

				Legend has the prophet Abraham over 4,000 years ago stopping atop the citadel to milk his cows on his journey south to Canaan. By one account, poor villagers would gather at the foot of the citadel—near where I had taken respite in the Ottoman-era hammam (bathhouse) the day before to have the grit sanded and peeled from my body with steel brushes—and Abraham would distribute milk to them. In anticipation of this daily benevolence, the villagers would assemble and chant, “Ibrahim haleb” (Abraham has milked). Today, Haleb is the Arabic name for Aleppo.

				Motoring on with Mohammed, we pushed north through New Aleppo—wide boulevards, palm trees, and prim tenement buildings. Condos were selling here for a pasha’s ransom. It’s where the moneyed Christian families live, mostly Armenian. Like the Jews, Armenians are of the ancient merchant class in the Middle East. Because Armenians lay no proprietary claim to the Holy Land, I was told, they are welcome in Syria.

				We bucketed along the empty highway, twisting through limestone hills, where we stopped for brief tromps through the famous Dead Cities: pre-Islamic, late antiquity communities, with tumbled archways, Ionian columns, Roman tombs, Byzantine domes, and churches, all gone to seed but for the goatherds and Bedus encamped nearby. Over 600 of these cities can be found in northern Syria, with no hint of why they were abandoned. Water? Pestilence? War?
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				We soon arrived at Qala’at Samaan, the holy mountain where St. Simeon the Stylite (stylos means pillar in Greek) took refuge atop a limestone column from overly curious pilgrims. He did so for 37 years, they say, becoming the most famous man of his time.

				Few visitors had arrived on this holy Friday. After all, with wars to the east in Iraq and west in Lebanon, tourism wasn’t exactly flourishing. There was, however, a European man dressed as a Bedu. When I asked the gatekeeper about business, he averted his eyes and said, “I think you know.”

				“You mean Iraq and Lebanon?”

				“Yes. Bush blames Syria for everything.”

				As we explored these ruins, my guide sketched out this storied and eccentric monk, St. Simeon. The son of a shepherd, he was born in Kalikya, Turkey, around 390 CE, a time when the ascetic movement was flowering and monks were retreating to the Syrian Desert to meditate on scriptural texts. At 17, he traveled to Teleda, a monastery near Antioch, where he described himself to the abbot as “low and wretched,” in need of salvation. While there, due to his severe mode of life, his feats of endurance—fasting, sleeplessness, and baking in the sun—created bad blood (and jealousy) among his fellow monks.

				Hence he moved to Telanissos, a monastery now known as Deir Samaan (Monastery of Simeon), at the foot of Qala’at Samaan, where he lived for three years on a diet of soaked lentils and water. His extreme ascetic lifestyle, his apostle-like conviction, attracted the attention of pilgrims, the forerunners of modern tourists, from “Britain to the Persian empire, Arabs, Romans, Greeks, Gauls, Spaniards, Ethiopians and Armenians.”

				While the pilgrims sought his blessing, he searched for more solitude. Like a cat scared up a tree, he built his first “pulpit atop a pillar.” As the story goes, his celibacy turned him into a diehard misogynist who even disregarded his mother when she came to see him. (Technically his pillar was a monastery, in which women were not allowed.)

				As the decades passed, St. Simeon felt the need for a taller pillar, one over 60 feet high. From this uncomfortable roost, where legend has him chained to a railing lest he fall in the night, he shouted exhortations down the column to pilgrims gathered round the two-tiered plinth; one can imagine him, in a Christlike imitation, or even like the Delphic oracle, up high and close to heaven, issuing the words of God.

				Apocalyptic speculations, redemption, original sin, exorcising demons, healing the sick, and raising the dead must have been on their minds (as lightning and toilet habits were mine). According to Marius Kociejowski in his book The Street Philosopher and the Holy Fool: A Syrian Journey, St. Simeon’s influence was catholic:

				[He] was involved in social work, spoke on behalf of slaves, in many instances securing their release, settled family disputes, sought refuge for orphans and widows, delivered the oppressed from their oppressors, had taxes remitted, unjust policies reversed and food distributed to the poor, engaged in delicate negotiations concerning ecclesiastical policy, and even took part in matters of foreign policy, mediating for example, between the Byzantine emperor and unruly Bedouin tribes.

				He was both judge and jury. Today his once hallowed pillar is a nub, having been chipped away by pilgrims, those original tourists.

				St. Simeon died on the spot in 459 CE. Yet amid intrigue to prevent armed Arab disciples from taking the ascetic’s corpse to their own burial grounds, an army of 600 Gothic soldiers arrived with Martyius, the patriarch of Antioch. Five days later, thousands thronged the streets in mourning, sprinkling spices over those who escorted the saint. After a negotiation with Emperor Leo of Constantinople, St. Simeon was buried at the church of Constantine in Antioch the Great.

				Beginning in the day of St. Simeon and reaching to modern times, every Christianized tribe, country, or empire, according to its fears or hopes, has perverted the theological teachings of the apostles and the peaceful and virtuous beliefs of the primitive Christians, with saints, miracles, monks, popes, martyrs, relics, ritualists, demons, spirits, angels, the whore of Babylon and a new Jerusalem. The paganism of the Romans and Greeks, all but destroyed by the time of St. Simeon’s death, was replaced by a continuum of revelation, superstition, and sacrifice, which, in many respects, has added up to sainthood by the sword. Given this theological shift, today churches from Mexico to the United States, Ireland to France, Serbia to Bulgaria, and Lebanon to Syria are one with canton or country. In The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Edward Gibbons writes that “the conduct of nations requires and deserves the celestial powers of the Gods or of the Genii.”

				And so the supernatural gifts of St. Simeon live on. With the patronage of Roman-Byzantine emperor Zeno, after 15 years of slave labor an audacious pilgrimage center, a cruciform church, laid out along the cardinal points and composed of four basilica buildings, each in its own right grandiose, was erected on the stub of St. Simeon’s pillar.

				For almost six centuries pilgrims flocked to the church, entering through the triumphal archway southwest of the baptistery. Bedouins brought their dromedaries and sheep, chanted and danced to the sound of drums, while ritually circling the iconic pillar. Greek, Roman, Byzantine, and Maltese crosses remain etched in the basilica lintels as imprimaturs to this heroic ascetic.

				When the Islamic invasion of Syria occurred in the 8th century, the Byzantines entrenched, and the mountaintop church became known as it is today, Qala’at Samaan, or Fortress of Simeon. Last sacked by the Islamic Fatimids in 1017, Qala’at Samaan was never again used as a Christian worship site. Yet St. Simeon the Stylite remains a venerated figure in the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches, commemorated with icons and an annual feast day on September 1.
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				From Qala’at Samaan, we drove up the Afrin to the top of Syria, on the Turkish border, home to the Kurds. Although some are now Christians, the vast majority of the 1.5 million Kurds living here are Muslim, with an attitude of independence toward Damascus. No love is lost from either direction. Kurds arrived in Syria from Turkey by the hundreds of thousands during the Kurdish uprisings of the ’20s and ’30s. From here, to the east and north, they occupy lands that overlap four nations: Syria, Turkey, Iraq, and Iran. It’s a European-made jigsaw puzzle, with pieces that hardly fit for all the dysfunctional borders.

				Ironically, it was Kurdish warriors Nureddin and Saladin who successfully led the Islamic campaigns against the crusaders, claiming territory from here through Damascus to Jerusalem and Cairo.

				Near the east bank of the Afrin River, irrigation pumps thrummed above the whoosh of a breeze. Kurdish women wearing Gypsy scarves and colorful double skirts, ranging like baggy hoops, worked cotton, corn, and sunflower fields. Orchards of pomegranate, apples, and cherry flourished alongside autumn-hued vineyards, all tracing the course of the Afrin. Olive orchards braided the rolling hills, fencing the fecund valley. Olives are not just a food here but a symbol of abundance, of holiness, of that which anointed Christ and others.

				I fell in with a herd of long-haired sheep on the chalky, winding trail up Ain Dara, an archaeological mound inhabited by Neanderthals over 50,000 years ago. Most famously, though, it was the Bronze-Iron Age neo-Hittites who settled here circa 1,000 BCE. Yet the accumulated remains of the large tell covers many historic periods, including the Muslim invasion almost two millennia after the Hittites.

				Crowning the hilltop is the Aramaean temple (a kingdom that traded with Israel during David and Solomon’s time), featuring a striking limestone and basalt plinth of lions and sphinxes, along with four giant footprints. These lion images are said to be symbols of Ishtar, the Semitic goddess of fertility.

				As the human migration to cities took place (1,000 to 200 BCE), stepping up the urgency for martial skills and new expressions of religious belief, religions from Rome to Greece to India became more patriarchal and monotheistic. Heroic pagan goddesses such as Ishtar disappeared. This mirrored a decline in the standing of women.

				The holy ones are always turning over—goddesses, rabbis, patriarchs, sheikhs, and ayatollahs—thus the constant ebb and flow of religious tensions and communities. Gone to seed are the ancient gathering places—the markets, the inns, and the Greek and Roman cities. The pagan worship sites have been recycled into churches, synagogues, or mosques, from which the ancient ideas of the holy ones are called forth to fire the hatreds of modern times.

				
					
						1. Beginning with the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings, thousands of Syrian refugees fled to the safety of Turkey through the Gate of the Wind.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two
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				Refugees from Iraq and Lebanon Flee to Syria

			

			
				Two days later I was having coffee with Abdullah, the madcap manager of a backpacker guesthouse in Hama, only a couple of hours south of Aleppo. Mohammed had dropped me off that morning after a sweep through Apamea, a colonnaded former Roman city.

				Abdullah, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, swept his hair back in a tousled pompadour and sported a well-groomed goatee. His British accent was as disarming as his chain smoking and cheeky opinions, often tendered in a Western idiom. When I inquired about his religion, he said, “Syria honors all religions,” before calling out to his brother, “Are we Sunni?”

				A muffled response came back in Arabic, which Abdullah translated as “I don’t know what we are.” (For reasons not so apparent to me, he keeps his faith on the down low.)

				Sunnis represent 65 percent of the population here, just as Shias in Iraq account for the same ratio. And like the minority rule of Sunnis in Iraq before “liberation,” Syria is ruled by Alawites, a nominally Muslim, minority sect from the coastal hills of Syria. The Alawite religion blends aspects of Shia Islam, Christianity, Zoroastrianism, and paganism, even believing in a peculiar brand of reincarnation. It is their practice of religious dissimulation, or taqiyya—disguising their beliefs in order to fit in (as I was doing by calling myself Canadian and Abdullah was doing by not knowing what he was)—that led one Sunni fundamentalist to mock their faith: “In short, their only invariable doctrine is to ensure plentiful supplies of food, drink, and sex.” It was a fitting description for Abdullah.1

				President Hafez al-Assad, an Alawite, came to power in a coup d’état staged by a radical wing of the Ba’ath Party. It was 1970; the loss of the Golan Heights to Israel was a fresh wound to Syrian pride and to Arab honor, one from which Syria has yet to recover. A decade later, when sectarian violence erupted in Hama between Alawites and Sunnis, al-Assad responded with a bloodbath for the Muslim Brotherhood, the local version of the Sunni fundamentalist movement that brought us Fatah, Hamas, and al-Qaeda. By no surprise, they resented his minority rule. When the Syrian T-62 tanks and al-Assad’s Alawite-controlled army withdrew from the banks of the fabled Orontes, as many as 20,000 Sunnis were dead.2

				Abdullah was here during the massacre of ’82 but saw its outcome as positive.

				“Oh, yes. I had friends who were killed, but at that time people lived in fear. They [Sunnis] were bombing buses and public places. Now we don’t have that. We can walk the streets at four in the morning. It’s much better.”

				Sheikh Hassan Nasrallah, the secretary-general of Hezbollah, is a man of “God, guns, and government,” wrote Robin Wright in Dreams and Shadows, “a cross between Iranian revolutionary leader Ayatollah Khomeini and Latin America’s Che Guevara, a mix of charismatic Islamic populist and a wily guerilla tactician.” Abdullah and I talked about how ubiquitous the Nasrallah posters were.

				“Isn’t the ‘Arab Street’ crazy? Those posters were never here, and now these people are into it. But foreigners compare Osama bin Laden to Nasrallah. We never heard of this bin Laden until September 11. We don’t know him here. Nasrallah is not the same. Bin Laden is Sunni and hates Shias. They like Nasrallah because he stands up to Israel. It’s not the ’67 Six Day War. These guys are winning; it’s two weeks now.”

				“Really? Tell me more.”

				“Think about it,” he shouted, pointing his forefinger to his temple. “The elephant [America] is trying to step on the mouse, but the mouse keeps slipping through his feet. Then the elephant stomps randomly, hoping to get lucky.” Stomp, stomp, stomp, he danced around the room in great fury, chasing the elusive yet triumphant mouse beneath the coffee table and couch.

				“Bravo. Now I get it, more coffee.”

				The sun was falling. I could hear the street filling with people. Abdullah’s star performance had faded into conspiracy theories about September 11, which are not uncommon here or in Europe: Hezbollah television station Al Manar said it was the work of Israeli agents, while in France, the bestselling L’effroyable imposture claimed White House complicity in the attacks on the World Trade Center. Though it sounds fantastically bizarre to most in the United States, including me, the fact that these theories are held up as truth should be a cautionary lesson about American credibility.

				In talking to Abdullah it was clear as day that the Syrians’ implacable hostility toward Israel gives them common purpose; otherwise, political and national unity here is a polite fiction, a means of survival.
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				That evening I walked the old town, which was rebuilt after the massacre of ’82. The wooden houses that once overhung the Orontes River (first visited in Antioch) were destroyed. Yet its timeless waterwheels, norias, still churn the same crème de menthe water as they did in medieval times. Given the slow-moving rivers in Syria and most of the Near East, these wooden waterwheels were used for both irrigation and grinding grain for flour. Today, norias are more ornamental than industrial.

				Dromedaries blanketed in wine-colored pads stood hobbled in the norias’ shadow— photo ops for the evening’s visitors. A bead salesman in a white turban worked out of a blue wooden cart, his stones displayed in bulging piles, a sparkling version of the mounds of purple pistachio and amber cashews being sold across the street.

				A portable tea hawker wore a red fez, the black baggy pants of Kurdish men, and a bold brush mustache. Strapped around his waist was a customized silver belt with seven cupholders. Bandoliered across his back was a three-foot-high silver teapot. The spout was filled with white and red roses thrusting above his head in a cockade of petals. Sprinkled with fountains and flower gardens, this riverside medley seemed more like a Mary Poppins set than a massacre site.

				Across the street, barking mongrels, the steady buzz of shoppers, and the cries of hawkers brought the open-air souk to a dinning pitch. The tasty smells of food stalls coupled with the musk odor of markets overwhelmed me while simultaneously drawing me in. It was one grand street buffet: here a lamb roll, there a falafel fresh from the frying pan, and next door some bor’ma (pistachios wrapped in fine noodles).

				The view was circular. The Orontes sparkled, falling to the north, spinning the norias like gilded metronomes. The heat had risen to the stars, and the horizon faded from pumpkin yellow to darkness. The sounds and smells of the market guided me back to my guesthouse.

				At breakfast an extraordinarily fat Frenchman wearing shorts joined me at a long table. Next to him, an attractive South Korean woman in ass-hugging cutoffs took a seat. The contrast was stark: she, cool, petite, and attractive at 90 pounds; he, 300 pounds, daubing his sweaty cheeks at seven in the morning. Over tea, toast, and eggs, it occurred to me that none of us were a neat fit here, where locals think of men in shorts as half dressed, of women as plain profane, and of Americans as immoral by nature. I mused at the myriad ways—clothes, touching, greeting, and tone—in which a non-Muslim can walk into a Muslim home and unconsciously offend somebody, whereas the opposite scenario is often a nonevent.

				The Korean had been traveling for six months. She complained to me of harassment in Serbia, in Turkey by Kurds, and here by young men on the streets. Meanwhile, Abdullah took me aside to tell me she needed a ride to Palmyra.

				“If she will put on a chador she can ride with me. Otherwise I’m carrying too much baggage [American] as is.”

				“Yeah, those Bedu will chew her up out in Palmyra. You better go it alone,” Abdullah advised.
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				Shouldering my duffel bag, I hurried down the stairs. Abdul waited for me near the old clock tower. He was polishing his Tiffany jewel: a white, chromed-out 1952 Pontiac Eight, five in the floor. Under the hood, the original V-8 had been replaced by a 2,000 cc Nissan. He had it tricked out with automatic windows, a broken DVD player, a digital clock, a Kenwood stereo, and faux leather seats. The wire wheels sparkled like roundels of whirling silver.

				Abdul took my duffel bag. In the same motion he opened the door with a remote, brandished with the drama of a conjurer pulling out a rabbit. He then assumed the driver’s seat as a king would his throne, gloating all the while. He adjusted the wooden prayer beads swinging from the rearview before taking off.

				As for traveling beneath the radar, I may as well have been the Korean girl in a miniskirt. I couldn’t have stuck out more with an American flag wrapped around the antenna.

				Abdul was 58, handsomely gray, lean, and ramrod straight, with a tendency to puff his chest, filling his short stature with confidence. He has owned the Pontiac Eight for 32 of the 40 years he has been driving.

				We drove west into the mountains, toward the strategic divide known as Homs Gap, between the Anti-Lebanon Range in the south and Jebel Ansariyya in the north. In the plains we passed densely populated Sunni villages, more traditional than Aleppo or Damascus. Most of the men wore the red-and-white-checkered keffiyehs of Palestinian peasants; and women, black chadors. Sheep hides dried on the side of the road in the sweltering heat as villagers made their way on foot and by bus to a dusty, makeshift market. Compared to Hama, the standard of living was much lower and reflected in every way.

				The scene shifted with unexpected swiftness. We turned off the Tarsus highway, ascending the Jebel Ansariyya foothills. The roadside was jauntily carpeted in purple and yellow wildflowers. Climbing higher, apple orchards sprawled next to tracts of wheat, all artfully terraced along the abrupt slopes. The curvy, threadlike road twisted through prim Christian villages, over 30 in the area. Stone and stucco houses were fresh with white or pastel paint; porches and shuttered windows were perked up with potted flowering plants. Women wore jeans; young girls dressed in shorts. It could have been a summer day in the Italian Alps.

				As we arrived at St. George’s monastery, coming into view through a dreamy haze was the fairy-tale-like promontory of Krak des Chevaliers, the famous crusader citadel that T. E. Lawrence once called “the finest castle in the world.” I was met in the courtyard of the “new church” by a young man named George, who told me he was named for the saint, that immortal who mounts a white horse and protects Christian and Muslim travelers alike from their enemies, each faith taking away their own narrative of miracles. St. George is said to be of Palestinian origin, executed by Romans in the 3rd century for tearing up a decree forbidding Christianity. For Muslims, Khidr (St. George) is also alive and well, often found at the center of miracles.

				A monastery was first built on this site in the 6th century. Inside the chapel, women were lighting candles, nuzzling the carved wood iconostasis, crossing themselves in prayer, and rubbing the icons—touching from the mundane adherent to the transcendental image and back. George and I took seats on the back row, where it was wine cellar cool.

				We talked about the war and Hezbollah, the Party of God.

				“I like Nasrallah and Hezbollah,” he said. “Israel is bombing ambulances, killing women and children. When my father was in the army his best friend was a Muslim named Ali. Now my older brother is called Ali. We love Nasrallah and live as brothers with the Muslims.”

				“What about the Assads?”

				“The father was a good man, but not good with people. Bashar likes getting out with the people, all kinds, Muslim and Christian. He has been here twice.”

				It was hard to tell if this was a true love affair with Hezbollah and the al-Assads or fear of the secret police. But George never blinked or offered a conspiratorial whisper. In 2006, al-Assad “won” another seven-year term, with a 97 percent majority. Although he was the only candidate, there is a quiet sentiment among Syrian Christians, who are 10 percent of the population, that the devil they know is better than some Iraq-style democracy that targets minorities and Christians.3

				Before going downstairs to the “old church,” George avowed that along with the ancient books, amphorae, crosses, and icons, there were original documents in the basement, written by an early caliph, which asserted that Mohammed forbade fighting among Christians and Muslims.

				Unobtrusive as an intruder can be, I padded into the 800-year-old Greek Orthodox chapel. It was cavernous and crowded with men in suits and women dressed to the nines, in strapless tops with golden crosses hung like a coat of arms around their necks. In the center of the chapel, away from the ebony wood iconostasis, a priest in a gray habit was conducting a baptism. Other than the family’s apparel, the clock was stuck in a 2,000-year-old Christian practice that, for an infant, depending on denomination, can signify anything from a means of grace and a covenant with Abraham (not unlike circumcision) to guaranteed salvation.

				That I was a year old and have no recollection of my own baptism, that I left the church over 40 years ago, and that I would later give my kids a pass on baptism (though my daughter was recently baptized at age 30) left me curious enough to see what I had been missing.

				On cue, the parents and godparents stripped the contented three-month-old of his striped pink gown and swathed him in a white linen sheet. The priest grabbed the baby as I would a sack of potatoes and dunked him three times while saying, “In the name of the Father, Amen. And of the Son, Amen. And of the Holy Spirit, Amen.” And then everyone did what sounded like a war cry, but must have been a gung ho “Hallelujah!” Resurrected and cleansed, wrapped in the white linen, anointed with olive oil, blessed with confessions of faith and signs of the cross, the helpless infant was hysterical for the next ten minutes. A reception followed with gifts, wine, and food. Godspeed to the little critter, I said to myself, as I slipped away, pondering the inseparability of ritual and religion.
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				A prosperous Muslim enclave has sprung up next to the crusader castle, with hillside mansions built by oil barons from Bahrain, Qatar, United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia. Yes, the times have changed. At the entry gate to Krak des Chevaliers, rather than images of the titans of the Crusades—Sultan Saladin; Prince Tancred, regent of Antioch; or Richard the Lionheart—there were rock-star-size posters of contemporary local legends, Sheikh Nasrallah and Hafez and Bashar al-Assad, set against a mural of St. George on his white horse. It was the incongruity of this fairy-tale place that transfixed me.

				A reluctant, if not surly, guide shepherded me up the cobblestone horse ramp, through vaulted hallways and rooms of Gothic arched ceilings. We climbed the battlements to the many towers that hover above the moat, now a ribbon of pea-green sludge. The sweeping view of the Anti-Lebanon Range and the Bekaa Valley of Lebanon was painterly, but according to news reports, the Bekaa was still being heavily bombed. From this castle aerie, at the moment, I couldn’t see or hear the F-16s.

				At the time of the Crusades there were over 2,000 soldiers of the Knights Hospitallers, with stables for 400 horses, housed here. Stored in the armory were mounds of steel balls, once catapulted from the imposing 60-foot walls. It was during the early Crusades that European warriors first discovered that if gunpowder, invented by the Chinese a millennium before, was contained and directed, it could propel their steel balls to maim and kill.

				Secret entrances, iron gates, hot oil vats, dungeons, and round tables for the knights all fed the intrigue. Everyday life at this castle was amply provided for: water wells, windmills, a commercial kitchen, wine vats, tandoori ovens, warehouses of food, and olive presses. There was even a chapel adorned with mosaics and frescos but later converted to a mosque, and a Turkish bath, now stagnating in a soup of slime.

				“Where did the women stay?” I asked the guide.

				“There were no women here.”

				“You’re sure.”

				“Never.”

				“If you say so.”

				In the industrial-sized crusader kitchen, a Syrian-Canadian family overheard me speaking to the guide. In Arabic they asked him where I was from.

				“Canada,” the guide responded. (I had told him I was Canadian.)

				“We’re from Montreal,” said the elder son, switching to unaccented English. “You don’t sound like you are from Canada,” he ventured, having picked up on my drawl.

				“Southern Canada. Windsor,” I shot back, with a vague smile, but wanting to ask if they had any extra maple leafs.

				The conversation shifted, but as the Syrian-Canadian family walked away I heard them tell a snarl of youthful Muslims that I was American. From there, the youngsters shadowed me through the courtyard and the converted chapel, now a mosque, and up the command tower stairs, skunk-eying me and spoiling for a confrontation all the way.

				“Welcome, welcome. We love America,” said a woman in her mid-20s, wearing a chador and a mock grin, as we topped the castle ramparts. “Only an American would come to Syria now. A Syrian would never go to America.” I had been caught out.

				“That’s not true,” I said, once again admitting the obvious. “There are many Syrians and Lebanese living in America, and they travel back and forth.”

				She was from Tartus, on the Syrian coast, an hour’s drive. With her were three women and men, all from Tripoli, refugees from the bombing.

				“Roads, bridges, people are being bombed,” weighed in the brown-haired, blue-eyed, freckle-faced woman from Lebanon. With those fair looks, in her blue jeans and pink blouse, she could have been from Kansas. Meantime, two of the men held up fists, and, in Arabic, hurled invectives at me that were surely meant to be fighting words.

				“Are you followers of Nasrallah?” I asked the girls, faking nonchalance.

				“We love him,” the woman in jeans shouted back. “Do you love Israel? Do you love Jews? Do you like bombing ambulances and women and children?”

				“I don’t care for any war,” I said, trying to quash the tension.

				Of course, this was not the place or time for rational discourse. Their reaction to me was born out of emotion—and my take was pure imagination. Here, passion precedes everything, and the line between anti-Israel and anti-Semitic is a porous one, if existent at all. That genie is not going back in the bottle anytime soon.
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				What is known is that Jews coexisted here in peace under Muslim rule for 1,200 years, albeit as second-class citizens. Then 19th- and 20th-century pogroms of Europe and Russia, the ascendant nationalism of Middle Eastern countries, and the Jewish genocide by the Nazis shook the territorial status quo of Palestine. The anti-Semitism avowed by Hitler and the Nazis, while finding resonance in the Middle East (the Muslim Brotherhood distributed Arabic translations of Mein Kampf in the ’30s), crossed a fault line of consciousness when Palestine became the State of Israel in 1948, commonly referred to as al-nakba, the “catastrophe.”

				Given that decolonization was occurring worldwide and that the Holocaust was still fresh, it was a unique moment of grace allowed to Israel.

				Two decades later in the ’67 Six Day War, given its name by Israel after the six days of creation but known by Palestinians as an-naksab, the “setback,” the malignity swelled: 400 aircraft belonging to Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Iraq were destroyed in one day; Egypt lost the Sinai Peninsula and Gaza Strip; Jordan gave up the West Bank and East Jerusalem; and Syria lost the Golan Heights. It was at this time that blind American support for Israel took hold, partly as a Cold War alliance, but today for no apparent moral or geostrategic purpose.

				Honor lost, even as temporary as “setback” might imply, is a festering wound. It has occasioned many, particularly the youth, to return to their Islamic roots for answers and identity. And like the Nazis, Islamic militancy has been largely born out of the shame of these territorial defeats. That this was hardwired in the minds of these young refugees, played out on former crusader grounds, should have been no surprise: of peace, they have little consciousness.
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				Shortly, I found myself alone, tramping along the rampart walls, transported to another time. Then lightning swift, as if my reverie had willed it, an army of Mongolian horsemen rounded the castle’s west wall. Muslim men in white cotton garments were fleeing. The horsemen wore furry headdresses and long black coats of ring mail. They were variously armed with swords and shields, bows and arrows, and axes and lances.

				This reincarnate scene of terror was the film set of Hulagu, a joint venture between Egyptian, Jordanian, and Syrian production companies. The movie took its name from the Mongolian conqueror, grandson of Genghis Khan, who ravaged Baghdad, as well as Syria, in 1258.

				In addition to the bloodletting he inflicted, Hulagu ordered all the books of the Abbasids’ House of Wisdom thrown in the Diyala River, turning its waters black with ink. With the Crusades coming to an end, the Islamic world could not have anticipated this Pax Mongolica. Their conquest of Baghdad signaled the end of the Abbasid caliphate, the golden age of Islamic civilization, which was defined more by its words and ideas, its poetry and science, than Islamic jihad.

				In 2003, when the American army arrived in Baghdad in their Bradley fighting vehicles, as the National Library burned, and as looters savaged the National Museum of Antiquities, Iraqis were reminded of the dark days of Hulagu. Libraries, after all, are an ancient Mesopotamia invention.
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				At the entrance gate, Abdul had caught wind of the dustup on the command tower. He was in a hurry to get on the road. As we turned in the direction of the desert, what Syrians call the Sahara, Abdul admonished me to work on the Canadian guise. Indeed, there was reason to suggest I was being cavalier: touring a crusader castle in the morning, on the edge of the Lebanese war; in the afternoon, racing in the Pontiac Eight down the “Baghdad Highway” to some Roman ruins.

				Our destination for the night was Palmyra (City of the Palms), an oasis settlement deep in the harsh Syrian desert along the Baghdad Highway, the former caravan route between the Mediterranean seaboard and Mesopotamia. On occasion, every Sufi and saint, patriarch and prophet, has served monastic time in the Syrian Desert.4

				Making tracks across a shining slash of asphalt at 90 miles per hour, Abdul fingered his prayer beads and polished a smudge on the chromed-out dash. He then reached beneath his bucket seat and came up with a newspaper wrap of sweet filo pastries. “These are only found in Hama [his home], not Aleppo, not Damascus,” he avowed. We each took one. Sensing the absence of perfection, he puffed his chest, beamed, and proclaimed, “No problem. We can go faster.” Vroom, vroom, faster we went, one hand on the wheel.

				We were in Bedu country: whelmed by a minimalist tableau of white sand, white tents, white djellabas, and white heat. Windows down, although the desert wind washed over us like a blast furnace, we were feeling cool as kitty-cats there in our white, shiny Pontiac Eight—laying down asphalt, freewheeling, and heedless in our beltless bucket seats. Transported, Cool Hand Luke’s cover of “Plastic Jesus” played in my mind:

				Goin’ ninety, I ain’t scary,

				’Cause I got the Virgin Mary,

				Assuring me that I won’t go to Hell.
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				Three hours later we left the main highway. The bilingual blue road sign proclaimed Iraq 120 miles (or as the crow flies, Anbar Province 70 miles), close enough for this pilgrim’s curiosity, especially with the recent revelation by Syrian officials that they have been attacked over 100 times by Islamic militants inside Iraq.

				Traffic had been nonexistent but for military transports and the occasional overloaded bus of Iraqi refugees traveling west, from the nearby border. With 1.2 million Iraqis having fled the war to Syria, and a total of over 4 million displaced in Iraq or having fled to other countries, I expected an unending dust devil trail of convoyed refugees. After all, the reported influx in Syria alone at this time had swollen to 40,000 a month, straining the clinics, schools, potable water supplies, and emergency relief agencies’ capacities to support.5 We are not talking insurgents here—these are innocent bystanders who have fled for their lives. Over 70 percent of the refugees interviewed by UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) have been eyewitnesses to a car bombing or know someone who has been killed.

				For the Iraqis, who are mostly middle class, making ends meet in the crowded camps and dilapidated apartments in the poorest areas around Damascus has meant selling off their few transportable assets, spending their life savings. Many have reached the point of not being able to afford the basics: rent, heat, and food. With official work permits denied, the gap between their former lives grows wider by the day. Meantime, the unthinkable is happening in this proud Arabic culture: the prostitution of their daughters, “survival sex” it is called. “During the war we lost everything,” said one teenage victim, reported by Reuters. “We even lost our honor.”

				For now, Syria keeps an open border for Iraqi refugees, but like Jordan, Egypt, and other countries, they may be forced to tighten immigration policies. On this slow refugee day, I couldn’t help but wonder if the Iraqi refugees (a few thousand of whom happen to be Palestinian) will be in Syria six decades from now, as are the half a million Palestinians who fled to Syria in 1948. Will al-Qaeda and its look-alikes flourish in these camps as they now do in the Palestinian camps of Syria and Lebanon? Will Syria use the Iraqi refugees against Israel as they have the Palestinians and Hezbollah?

				Since the 2003 invasion, a mere 466 Iraqis have been given asylum in the United States, as compared to the Vietnam War when President Ford accepted 130,000-plus refugees within months of the fall of Saigon. (Within seven years, 500,000 immigrated.) In contrast, Sweden, which is not a member of the coalition of the willing, admitted 25,000 Iraqis in 2006. Where is that President Ford spirit today?
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				Roman colonnades sprang up from the windy, woebegone valley of Palmyra, gladdened by a profusion of palms and orchards of pomegranates, dates, and olives. It was surely the underground springs, flowing from the mountains to the north and east, that attracted the first inhabitants here over 4,000 years ago. Assyrians, Persians, and Greeks (Seleucids) would occupy this Silk Road trading post, but it was Rome’s expensive tastes for products of the East—spices, perfume, and silk—that occasioned prosperity in Palmyra.

				Abdul dropped me in front of the Temple of Bel, said to be the most important religious edifice of the 1st century in the Middle East. The entrance is through a cyclopean defensive wall, off which locals built homes before the archaeologists arrived. Pagan rituals were first performed here over 4,000 years ago, but the provenance of Bel in the Palmyrene pantheon remains mysterious (perhaps a Babylonian adaptation of Zeus and Jupiter).

				In a surreal commotion, the cella (central chamber) is bracketed by an ablutions fountain and sacrificial altar. Above is a stone niche where seven planetary divinities are carved, surrounded by the twelve signs of the zodiac. The animist, pagan faiths were not jealous ones, though. Flanked by a local solar and lunar god, the lintel has Bel manifested as an eagle—wings outspread, holding up the heavens.

				In the tradition here of recycling religion, the temple became a Byzantine church 400 years later; after that, a mosque and Muslim fortress. Though the ruins present a nicely circumscribed cumulation of the region’s religious history, it’s more allegory than literal, more linear than ecumenical.

				Inferentially, each stone-carved mutation must have been colossally punctuated by epic warfare that would have challenged the imaginative genius of Cecil B. DeMille.6 Over the centuries, the derivative mana of this enchanted worship site, and countless others, nurtured and legitimized the next religious regime, until the water and warriors disappeared and the site was returned to dust. As such, here at the Temple of Bel, God had left the building. By and by, diggers, treasure hunters, and tourists arrived, completing a familiar circle.

				
					
						1. It should be noted that Osama bin Laden’s mother, Alia, was an Alawite from Latakia, Syria. At age 14, she became Mohammed bin Laden’s fourth wife. In keeping with tradition, Osama’s first wife, Najawa Ghanem, was also 14, from his mother’s village here in Syria.

					

					
						2. In the 2011 Syrian uprising, as thousands of demonstrators took to the streets, President Bashar al-Assad, like his father, dispatched tanks and soldiers for a weeklong assault on Hama. But, six months on, it is nearby Homs, with up to 9,000 civilians and military defectors killed so far, that has received the worst of the brutal crackdown and bombardment by the Syrian army.

					

					
						3. In the summer of 2011, when the armed resistance of the Free Syrian Army was formed, Christians and Alawites took the side of the government and al-Assad.

					

					
						4. Before turning to guerrilla warfare, Yasser Arafat, then a successful engineer, once tooled down these desert highways in a two-toned, pink Thunderbird.

					

					
						5. As of February 2012, there are still over a million Iraqi refugees in Syria.

					

					
						6. Upon entering the gates of the Kaaba, the Prophet Mohammed and his army smashed all the pagan idols that Meccans had worshipped since time immemorial.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three
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				Holy Fools and the Red Crescent

			

			
				A chorus of roosters crowed me awake. The Bedu stew of lamb from the night before lay like a football in my stomach. Three cups of tea, two white pills and one blue one, and all was better. Other than the shop that sold fake Seikos to the Japanese, Palmyra still slept, as was its nature these days. Abdul and I departed.

				The Damascus highway was another shiny slash of asphalt through a vast emptiness of desert, a realm that has understandably addled minds and nurtured souls for all eternity. On this day, the solitude was splendid, except for a lone bus barreling down the road bullfighter-bravado style that careened to avoid us at the last nanosecond. “Head-on in the Syrian desert, victims vaporized, 72 virgins witness,” I thought the obituary might read.

				We stopped midway at a teahouse, with two Bedu beehive houses for rent across the highway. Outside was a broken-down ox cart covered in sand, with a sign poking out that read Baghdad Café 66. It was a takeoff on the American movie Baghdad Café, filmed on Route 66 in the Mojave Desert. Amid a cocoon of Persian carpets and stools of leather that were camel saddles, two men served us tea and pointed out the kitsch for sale that ranged from postcards to Bedu honey. Jack Palance, the Hollywood movie’s costar, would have been proud of this cowboy watering hole.

				An hour later we were in fabled Damascus, greeted by a crush of hurtling metal and Hezbollah adverts in taxi windows; Old Damascus is where we were pointed. Mark Twain, in The Innocents Abroad, waxed about this timeless place:

				Go back as far as you will into the vague past, there was always a Damascus. In the writings of every century for more than four thousand years, its name has been mentioned and its praises sung. To Damascus, years are only moments, decades are only flitting trifles of time. She measures time, not by days and months and years, but by the empires she has seen rise, and prosper and crumble to ruin. She is a type of immortality.

				In the 7th century, the Umayyad caliphate moved the capital of their swelling Islamic empire from Medina, a desert oasis, to Damascus, a city set strategically between the Mediterranean and the Fertile Crescent and thus able to support a growing world power. With this in mind, standing in the Al-Hamidiyya souk next to the Umayyad Mosque and watching the crowd flow by brought the Arab world to a geo-pinhead: there were bearded mullahs from Iran in black turbans and robes; Wahabist imams from Saudi Arabia in all-white shalwars, wearing great black beards; and tattoo-faced Bedu women in colorful headdresses from the northern desert of Jordan, pilgrims all.

				Gold merchants fitted veiled women in bracelets and necklaces, while traders in silk, carpet, leather, and antiquities enticed foreigners with “mister, mister.” Drawing me further in was the pleasing scent of potpourri and spices—deep purple sumac, amber cumin, yellow coriander seeds, black cardamom, and orange turmeric—artfully combed in colorful mounds. Less inviting were the pungent smells of fly-caked lamb carcasses and tubes of tripe.

				In vain we searched for the famous storytellers of this ancient souk, known through history for their imaginative improvisations. Eventually, Abdul led me through a halal butcher shop and up three narrow flights of crumbling concrete stairs, emerging in a room of brass oil lamps, Persian red carpet from floor to ceiling, and the scent of steamy teapots rising like a balm from each table. A few men and packs of women adorned in gold circled around low-set tables that overlooked the Ummayad Mosque, the muezzin chanting in the background. The seductive Scheherazade must have been present under one of those veils, spinning modern versions of Aladdin or Ali Baba.

				A middle-aged, fair-haired man in a pressed white shirt and black pants seated us by the sepia-stained window, in the corner.

				“Where is he from?” the waiter asked Abdul in Arabic.

				“Canada.”

				“Tell him welcome.”

				Soon the table was brimming over with platters of hummus, aubergine, cucumbers, tomatoes, lamb and chicken kebabs, flat bread, and brass pots of mint tea. For most, including the women, the lingering lunch was followed by a nargileh.

				Abdul and I were back in the crowded souk when the call to prayer sounded. Once again that great sucking sound could be felt and heard—pressed and jostled by the noisy masses, and then empty silence, piety arising.

				On the west wall of the mosque in a cozy garden was the tomb of heroic Saladin, who led the Muslim army against Richard the Lionheart at Acre in the Third Crusade. Dying in Damascus in 1193 after pushing the crusaders (but not the Christian civilians) out of Jerusalem, Saladin has since been lauded in literature by the great ones, for example, in Sir Walter Scott’s novel The Talisman. Indeed, when his superior army laid siege to Jerusalem—rather than slaughtering the Christian survivors and desecrating the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, as had been done to Muslims and the Al-Aqsa Mosque a century before—Saladin permitted Christians to continue worshipping and residing in the holy city, while also inviting Jews to return. A period of relative peace ensued.

				Joining me in this marble shrine to the crusaders’ greatest adversary were three other infidels, French women dressed as soberly as nuns, in drab olive hoods issued at the mosque gate. Though we chatted briefly, these Frankish descendants of Tancred regarded me with wariness. As they departed the tomb of this mythical figure of chivalric romance, the oldest of the French threesome said, “You are very brave to be here.” That the Crusades weren’t over for Americans, that the energy of this sepulchral force field might zap me at any moment, was on her mind.

				Inside the Roman-built walls of the great mosque, like some cosmic babushka doll, successive layers of sacred shrines were revealed. A Roman temple dedicated to Jupiter was grafted onto the site where the former pagan temples to Bel and Baal once stood, followed by the Byzantine St. John’s Basilica that honored John the Baptist, and now, the Ummayad Mosque.

				For 70 years after the Islamic conquest, Muslims shared the former Byzantine basilica with Christians, using part of the church for their communal prayers. In 706, the sixth Ummayad caliph, Klaled ibn al-Walid, reckoned the new Islamic capital of the world, Damascus, needed something more grandiose, like the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem. He built the Ummayad Mosque, and its mosaic walls of a garden paradise, over the next ten years, employing 12,000 slave laborers, and costing all of Syria seven years of taxes. The caliph al-Walid was said to have burned the 18 camel loads of account books, saying, “We have done this for God, and need no accounting!”

				There is something here at the Great Mosque for everyone, including body parts of the great ones. For Shias, the martyr Hussein’s head is enshrined in a small room, brought here after his epic battle with the Ummayad dynasty that divided Shia from Sunni. The skull of John the Baptist, a minor prophet to Muslims, mentioned in the Koran four times, is interred in a marble-columned mausoleum in the middle of the prayer hall. The story of his miraculous birth by a barren mother and aging father draws Muslim women here to pray, in hopes of getting pregnant. It is even said that bone relics from Moses and the Queen of Sheba have found their way here.

				This is only a prelude to the more cosmic narrative that a wider Damascus has to offer. Jesus, it is said, will descend from heaven on the southeast minaret on doomsday. Mohammed is believed to have journeyed from Mecca, looked down over Damascus from Mount Qasiyun, and declined to enter the city: he only wanted to enter paradise once. Then he died. Locals will tell you Mount Qasiyun is variously the Eden of Adam and Eve, the place where Cain slew Abel, and the birthplace of Abraham, the patriarch of Jews, Christians, and Muslims.

				It’s all beyond historical conjecture. Its pure poetry draws pilgrims of all faiths, many of whom wander these streets, wearing their rapturous expressions like an ill-fitted mask. It’s not hard to spot the holy fools, talking to themselves, with the same disturbed visage of those ranting souls with Bluetooths on the streets of America.

				We walked east of the mosque, through a Roman arch, down a street called Straight, mentioned in the Bible from Acts to St. Luke. Seventeenth-century Damascene homes, with wooden doors and brass knockers, Persian rugs and inner courtyards, were fronted by pergola-covered cafés, many with Christian men languishing around nargilehs, filling the air with their perfumed exhalations. Maronite, Armenian, Greek, and Syrian Orthodox churches crowded the street, basking in the “supernatural radiation” of this biblical landmark, not unlike the higgledy-piggledy crush of Jerusalem.

				Abdul led me through a stone gate into a walled compound. A monkish African man swept the courtyard, tidying the area around two marble statues of a man half kneeling (Saul of Tarsus) while being blessed by another (Ananias). Fresh roses lay at their feet. This was the house of St. Ananias, a Jew, who biblical history tells us was summoned by the Lord to meet the Greek-speaking Jewish traveler Saul in the house of Judas “in the street called Straight.” There, through the imposition of his divinely inspired hand, Saul was healed of his blindness. Ananias then baptized him in the nearby Barada River, now a mud waddle. Recast as Apostle Paul (Greek for Saul), he gave up harassing Christians and went forth to introduce to the world the Christian theology that the dead shall be raised.1

				St. Ananias became the first bishop of Damascus but was later stoned to death outside the city walls. After a proselytizing campaign not seen since Emperor Ashoke introduced Buddhism to the world, and not to be seen again until Mohammed and the caliphs spread Islam, Paul was imprisoned in Jerusalem and died in Rome, a martyr.

				The African, possibly a former Senegalese soldier brought here during the French Mandate, dutifully led me down the basaltic steps to the unprepossessing cave chapel, which, a few centuries after the death of St. Ananias, became the Roman-Byzantine Holy Cross Church. The African’s humble countenance—slight physique, castaway clothes, and pious eyes—exuded more spiritual presence to me than the chapel icons depicting St. Paul’s conversion. I made a donation in case the maxim is true: “God takes care of the one who takes care of the holy fool.” He never spoke, just swept in shambling steps, entranced in his faith, in his menial tasks, and in the aura of a biblical miracle.

				Abdul waved at me from a coffee shop, mystically inspired by a brilliant emerald 1953 Pontiac parked nearby. With a voyeur’s eye for nuance, he pointed out that the contour of the chrome hood over the windscreen was different from his model. A voluptuous, cherry red 1959 Cadillac was parked next to it, and a black one next to it—a candy store of American vehicular déjà vu. We left the enchanted ground of the old city through the 3rd-century Roman Gate of the Sun, Bab Sharqi. Holy land icons aside, I was puzzled: in this former satellite of the Soviet Union, if they hate us so much, especially our consumerism, what’s with the worship of our old cars?
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				We were late for my meeting at the Omayyad Hotel with Ghoussoon Arnouk, a volunteer with the Syrian Red Crescent. She was late, too, and upon her arrival, one could almost wonder if it was planned. She swept grandly through the lobby in a black stretch blouse and pants ensemble, cinched by a bold silver buckle slung sexily low on her waist, with “Kooka” scrolled in white across her chest. Her sunglasses matched her dark hennaed hair, which fell upon bare shoulders. At age 50 she was not only fashionable but also displayed uncommon moxie.

				Ghoussoon cut to the chase, asking how an American got a visa to Syria. “I got it in the States two months ago,” I said. “It was my third attempt.”

				I explained that I was here out of shame and embarrassment over the American bombs killing women and children in Lebanon and that I simply wanted to make a donation to the refugees. That was it.

				“Then we should go right away to the Red Crescent,” she said. Ghoussoon’s new model black Renault was parked by the front door. The offices of the Red Crescent weren’t far, but on the way she talked effusively, venting her spleen at times.

				Ghoussoon has a doctorate in pharmacology and is the general manager for Perfect Diagnostics, a distributor of Dade Behring products, used for testing blood. Because of the U.S. and European sanctions against Syria of the last two years, she has been unemployed, with lots of time to volunteer for the Red Crescent. Even broader sanctions were imposed after the March 2005 assassination of former Lebanese prime minister Rafik Hariri. That Syria was accused of the murder has caused Ghoussoon’s business to go kaput.2

				Still, there are ways around the sanctions as evidenced by the fivefold increase in imports of U.S. products since the sanctions were imposed. Thanks to globalization, Americana is everywhere, from Ford cars imported from Europe to Gap, KFC, Betty Crocker, and Johnson & Johnson. The sanctions don’t apply as long as the goods are manufactured outside the United States and consist of 10 percent or less of American products.

				The Red Crescent office bustled with volunteers and freshly arrived mothers and children. Tellingly, there was a dearth of men. With understandable wariness, volunteers who wore red jumpsuits with embroidered Red Crescent patches greeted me. This was the first contact point for many refugees who had paid heavy sums—life savings in some cases—to taxi owners and bus drivers to escape the bombing of the Bekaa Valley and southern Lebanon. White sheets and flags hung from the side mirrors of taxis, signaling the Israeli air force of their civilian status.

				“They must be staying in the shelter to get drugs or food,” Ghoussoon said. “That is the test. Otherwise we give them nothing.”

				Back in the car, en route to one of the Red Crescent shelters, Ghoussoon was driving erratically, while explaining the willy-nilly traffic in this city of six million. She maneuvered, honked, cursed, gossiped, and drifted through her family history.

				“I’m Christian. Long ago my family was from Jordan. King Hussein was a real man.” Giving me a sidelong glance, apropos of nothing, she said, “You know Queen Noor’s father is Syrian, from Aleppo?”

				“I didn’t know that.”

				“Now King Abdullah plays poker and likes women. What’s new? He’s a king.”

				She continued: “After Jordan my family moved to Latakia, where my father owned 85 hectares. During the Nasser regime [United Arab Republic] our land was expropriated. We were considered bourgeoisie for owning more than 50 hectares. Once we moved to Damascus, my father never again spoke of Latakia. It was too painful.”

				I asked her about siblings.

				“One sister is married to a Muslim in Latakia. Another lives and works in Dubai. My brother moved to Chicago 30 years ago, but I have not talked to him in 20 years.” After a long pause, she finished her thought: “Politics. He’s American now and has forgotten us.”

				My take was that Ghoussoon had become more radicalized, while her brother had moderated, becoming comfortable in middle-class America. Her brother was probably part of the brain drain here that, they say, has seen up to 50,000 doctors, and countless entrepreneurs, emigrate to Europe and America.

				We parked the car in a Sunni neighborhood and walked from there to the refugee shelter, talking without cease. “Is Assad necessary?” I asked.

				“Not like Saddam Hussein. We get along in Syria. There would not be a war. I am afraid though that the isolation will go on a long time. What can we do?”

				Sighing deeply, she continued, “Before Assad we had choices. We need them again; we are safe now. It is okay for my daughter to come home at four in the morning.”

				Robin Wright, in her book Dreams and Shadows, addressed this same question of Syria without Assad: “Syria will be one of the two most difficult regimes to democratize. The other is Saudi Arabia. Their governments’ hold on power is absolute. People have the fewest rights or avenues of action. The secret police—and public fear—are the most pervasive. The two regimes have spawned sufficient support networks through family and corruption and by playing on cultural traditions.”

				I asked Ghoussoon to tell me about Syria’s relationship with Iran and Hezbollah.

				“Syria is secular. The only thing we have in common with Hezbollah is that we are anti-Israel. Once this is over, it will be difficult to get rid of Hezbollah. It’s a problem. We are not like Iran either. It’s a theocracy, but we can get rid of Iran too.” Looking despondent over the implications of her words, she groaned. “I am afraid it might take a long time.”

				I thought to myself that these were the kinds of differences that competent geostrategists might exploit. As they say, divide and rule.

				We discussed the dire condition of the Syrian economy: unemployment is over 20 percent; gasoline and food are heavily subsidized; and after the Syrian army pullout from Lebanon in ’05, not having control of Lebanese ports and commerce is taking its toll here.

				“It’s good that our army is no longer in Lebanon, yet I’m not sure it is over,” Ghoussoon said. “Assad is liberalizing the economy, while the Ba’athists are still hanging onto socialism. It’s all they know.”

				This, of course, is deep irony in a country known for a merchant class that predated the Silk Road.
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				The refugee shelter was housed in a primary school adjoined by a mosque. Preadolescent kids played soccer on a concrete basketball court. Only three weeks before, they had been skylarking in their front yards and watching the World Cup on satellite TV. Sheikh Nasrallah posters adorned the doors above where weary-faced mothers sat in a line of plastic white chairs, watching the kids. Men were few.

				The headmaster greeted me with a handshake and a welcome. A curious-minded group of uniformed volunteers gathered around me in his makeshift office. Their bemused expressions signaled their suspicions: why was this American here taking pictures, donating money?

				In Arabic, the headmaster asked Ghoussoon if I was CIA.

				“Yes. Maybe. I just met him. I don’t know.”

				“If he is CIA, it’s good to have them back. We haven’t seen them since the end of the Cold War. Tell him welcome again.” Ripples of laughter flowed around me.

				Ghoussoon translated the conversation as we walked to the courtyard. We laughed together.

				On the basketball court, a thirty-something man in a black shirt, jean shorts, and sandals, cultivating an Iranian-style, short-growth beard, introduced himself in fluent English: “Welcome. I’m Ali. When I lived in California they called me Mike.” Ali had resided in Orange County, living with a cousin for five years.

				I found in my travels this sort of connectedness to America pervasive. Middle Easterners talk about our music, movies, and science and technology, and often copy our fashions, but the Statue of Liberty is never mentioned. For them, America is financial salvation, but the rest is a necessary evil, like taking up with a modish but disturbed rich uncle. Otherwise emigration occurs because of hunger, disease, or war. By nature, though, people are sedentary.

				We asked him where he was from and how he got to Damascus.

				“Nabatieh [the Hezbollah heartland], in the south,” he told me. “I paid a taxi all the money I had. I am a barber, so I don’t make much.” He paused before continuing. “We don’t want money or help. We want to go home and back to work.”

				A fair-haired man in a blue baseball cap joined us, echoing Ali’s ethos about returning to work. He had also been the victim of war profiteering by the taxis and freelancers, paying a thousand dollars for his family to get here from the Bekaa Valley, about 30 miles away. Like Ali’s hometown of Nabatieh, the Bekaa was being heavily bombed. Israeli fighter planes had blown up the Liban Lait dairy farm that had employed over 300 people, near his home. It was alleged to be a Hezbollah militant hideout.

				In a shaky voice, the fair-haired man told me about his next-door neighbor who had lost his mother and four children. “Until you have been in a war, you don’t know what war is,” he slurred, becoming inarticulate. The unstated was understood.

				Hani, a French literature major, edged his way into our circle of four. He had been volunteering with the Red Crescent for three years. Two of those years were spent in the Sunni refugee camps on the Iraq border.

				“Now we have 400,000 more refugees, this time from Lebanon,” he grumbled. “Would Lebanon do the same for us? They had nowhere else to go. So we have put them up in schools across the country. What do we do in September when school starts back?”3

				The kids not playing soccer marauded in packs, stressed by their displacement, by the whimsy and wickedness of war. At first they were wary of this American, in the way one distrusts the intentions of a strange animal, a stray dog on the street. Then they glommed onto me in a fury, breathless with interest, to touch an American, to see their clowning images on my camera. It’s the beauty of the digital age: the images are now for them to see, not just for us to take home unseen.

				Remembering my many photos of children from Rwanda taken in the year leading to the genocide there, as I scanned these images, then and now, fears arise: by way of birth lottery, will this cycle of human folly spawn the next generation of militants?

				A study conducted by Mona Maksoud on the impact of children of Lebanon’s civil war found that “90.3 percent of the sample had been exposed to shelling or combat; 68.4 percent had been displaced from their homes; 54.5 percent had experienced extreme poverty; 50.3 percent had witnessed violent acts such as the intimidation, injury, or death of someone close to them; 26 percent had lost someone close to them; and 21.3 percent had been separated from their families.”

				Some of those children Maksoud studied are now 20 to 30 years old, possibly the ones not present here, left behind to do the fighting today.
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				Thirty minutes later Ghoussoon and I were in her black Renault, picking up where we left off: the Golan Heights. Then, out of the blue, she asked, “You’re not Jewish, are you?”

				“No, but why do you ask?”

				With that, volcanically, her Syrian passion and prejudices rose to the surface: “We get along with all people but Jews. We will not have them. Who do they think they are? The chosen people. They have the right to land and we don’t. What religion gives people the right to real estate?”

				“Are there no Jews in Damascus?” I asked, with false candor.

				“I promise you there are no Jews in Syria.”

				Biblical history tells us that Assyrian king Shalmaneser V deported the “ten tribes of Israel” to Mesopotamia (Syria and Iraq) over 2,700 years ago. In 1948, the Jewish quarters of Damascus and Aleppo were home to 30,000 Jews; today their synagogues are abandoned, and if any families remain, they are negligible.

				I winced at the thought of how Ghoussoon would have reacted if I were Jewish. Yet when the anti-Semitic rant was over she seemed to be on the verge of weeping—sniffling, lower lip aquiver. That her beauty, passion, and intellect had charmed me made her sudden twist into that cruel rage all the more profound. Closer than two blinks of the eye, she had elegantly laid bare the innate duality of compassion and cruelty that, at some level, we all possess.

				Like most Syrians, Ghoussoon has a popular, Zionist-centric narrative of history. Her hate is merely a failure of her own imagination. And the isolation has only hardened her seemingly intractable state of mind. Michael Ignatieff, who wrote The Warrior’s Honor: Ethnic War and the Modern Conscience, must have had Ghoussoon in his crosshairs when he wrote of fear as a trigger for war:

				It is the fear that turns minor differences into major, that makes the gulf between ethnicities into a distinction between species, between human and inhuman. And not just fear, but guilt as well. For if you have shared a common life with another group and then suddenly begin to fear them, because they suddenly have power over you, you have to overcome the weight of happy memory; you have to project onto “them” the blame for destroying a common life.

				Yet of all the conflicts in the region, this one between Israel and Syria should be the easiest to resolve, since it involves real estate rather than religion. It almost happened in 1994: Yitzhak Rabin, the colaureate of the Nobel Peace Prize that year, agreed in principle to give the Golan Heights back to Syria in return for normalized relations.

				Since his assassination a year later by a right-wing Orthodox Jew, who was opposed to the Oslo peace process, Israel has backpedaled, piggy-backed by America. In response, Syria has ratcheted up their support for Hezbollah, Hamas, and Iran, while anti-American terrorism spread at an unprecedented rate.

				It is true, though, that land here seems more valuable than life itself. Of the three impediments to a Palestinian state—the return of refugees, splitting Jerusalem, and West Bank settlements—it’s the latter two that are the hardest to overcome.

				
					
						1. Paul’s letters to his converts are the earliest writings found in the New Testament. They demonstrate a “radically inventive exegesis of the Torah and the Prophets” that Jesus was the Jewish Messiah.

					

					
						2. In 2011, a United Nations Special Tribunal fingered members of Hezbollah for the assassination.

					

					
						3. Thankfully, the war ended after 34 days on August 14, before school was back in session, which may have been no coincidence—children’s education being a common interest, if not a motivator for peace, of Hezbollah and Israel. And Hani’s grousing about Lebanon not reciprocating became a reality five years later when Syrian refugees fleeing al-Assad’s army to the Bekaa Valley were often detained or sent back by Lebanese security forces.
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